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THE TEMPTATION




1
My Father’s Orders

IN THOSE DAYS I did my father’s bidding. I would leave my bed at six o’clock every morning, tiptoe past his door so as not to disturb his slumber, then set to work as quietly as possible among the foul tankards, glasses, plates, knives, gobs of tobacco, broken pipe-stems and other signs of interrupted pleasure that awaited me in the taproom below. Only after an hour or so—when everything had been made straight and the air was fresh again—could my father be trusted to appear, cursing me for having made such an intolerable racket.

“Good Lord, boy” was his reliable greeting. “Must you dole out headaches to the entire county?” He did not look in my direction as he asked this, but slouched from the doorway to a freshly wiped table, and collapsed there with both hands pressed to his temples. What followed was also always the same: I must look sharp and fetch him a reviving shot of grog, then cook some rashers of bacon and present them to him with a good thick slice of brown bread.

My father gulped his rum without so much as blinking, and chewed his meal in silence. I see him now as clearly as I did then—almost forty years distant. The flushed face, the tuft of sandy hair, the red-rimmed eyes—and melancholy engulfing him as palpably as smoke surrounds a fire. At the time I thought he must be annoyed by the world in general and me in particular. Now I suppose he was chiefly frustrated with himself. His life had begun with adventure and excitement, but was ending in the banality of repetition. His consolation—which might even have been a positive pleasure—was to finish his breakfast by issuing me instructions he thought might keep me as unhappy as he felt himself.

On the day my story begins, which is early in the month of July in the year 1802, my orders were to find the nest of wasps he thought must be in our vicinity, then destroy it so our customers would not suffer any more annoyance from them. When this was done, I must return to the taproom, prepare food and drink for the day ahead and make myself ready to serve. I did not in fact object to the first of these tasks, since it gave me the chance to keep my own company, which was my preference at that time of my life. I need not say how I regarded the prospect of further chores in the taproom.

Because it was not my habit to entertain my father by allowing him to see what did and did not please me, I set about my business in silence. This meant nodding to show I understood what was required, then turning to one of the several barrels that stood nearby, pouring a drop of best beer into a tankard and taking this tankard outside to the bench that ran along the front of our home, where it faced the river. Here I sat down and waited for our enemies to find me.

It was a fine morning, with mist already burning off the banks and creeks, and the whole panorama of our neighborhood looking very delightful. Beyond the river, which at this point downstream from Greenwich was at least thirty yards wide, olive-colored marshland faded into lilac where it reached the horizon. On the Thames itself, the work of the day was just beginning. Large merchant ships starting their journeys across the globe, stout little coal barges, ferries collecting men for work, humble skiffs and wherries were all gliding as smoothly as beetles along the outgoing tide. Although I had seen just such a procession every day of my life at home, I still found it a marvelous sight. Equally welcome was the thought that none of the sailors on these vessels, nor the fishermen tramping along the towpath, nor the bargees with their jingling horses, would acknowledge my existence with more than a simple greeting, or interrupt my concentration on my task—which, as I say, was merely to wait.

When the sun and breeze, combining with a drowsy scent from the emerging mudbanks, had almost wafted me back to sleep again, I had my wish. A large and inquisitive wasp (or jasper, as we called them along the estuary) hovered cautiously above my tankard, then clung to the lip, then dropped into its depths with a shy circling movement until it was almost touching the nectar I had provided. At this point I clapped my hand over the mouth of the tankard and swirled its contents vigorously, to create a sort of tidal wave.

When I had kept everything turbulent for a moment or two, like a tyrant terrifying one of his subjects, I removed my hand and carefully tipped the liquid onto the surface of the bench beside me. The jasper was by now half-drowned and half-drunk, its legs incapable of movement and its wings making the feeblest shudders. This was the incapacity I wanted, because it allowed me to delve into my pocket and find the length of bright red cotton I had brought with me, then to tie it around the waist of my prisoner. I did this very gently, so that I did not by accident turn myself into an executioner.

After this I continued to sit in the sun for as long as it took the jasper to recover his wits and his ability to fly. I had meant to rely on the breeze to accelerate this process, but when I heard my father clumping around his bedroom above me, I added my own breath to the warming; I did not want a second conversation with him, because I knew it would result in my receiving further orders to fetch this and carry that. I need not have worried. In the same moment that I heard his window shutters folding back, and started to imagine my father squaring his shoulders so that he could shout down to me, Mr. Wasp tottered off from our bench.

The best he could manage was a low, stumbling sort of flight, which I thought might take him across the river—in which case I would have lost him. But he soon discovered his compass and set off toward the marshes, congratulating himself no doubt on a miraculous deliverance, and steadily gaining height. I ran quickly after, keeping my eyes fixed on the vivid thread that made him visible, and feeling relieved that he did not find it an inconvenience. Once my home and the river had fallen behind us, and the outhouses where my father kept his puncheons, and the orchard where we grew apples for cider, we came to open country.

To a stranger, the marshes would have seemed nothing more than wilderness—a bogland crossed with so many small streams tending toward the Thames that from above it must have resembled the glaze on a pot. Everything was the same cracked green, or green-blue, or green-brown. There were no tall trees, only a few bare trunks the wind had twisted into shapes of agony, and no flowers that a gentleman or lady would recognize.

To me the place was a paradise, where I was the connoisseur of every mood and aspect. I relished its tall skies and wide view of the approaching weather. I loved its myriad different kinds of grass and herb. I kept records of every variety of goose and duck that visited in springtime and left again in the autumn. I especially enjoyed its congregation of English birds—the wrens and linnets, the finches and thrushes, the blackbirds and starlings, the lapwings and kestrels—that stayed regardless of the season. When the tide was full, and the gullies brimmed with water, and the earth became too spongy for me to walk across it, I was like Adam expelled from his garden. When the current turned and the land became more nearly solid again, I was restored to my heart’s desire.

Meandering was always my greatest pleasure—which I was not able to enjoy on this particular day, with my captive leading me forward. While he flew straight, I jinked and tacked, crossed and returned, leaped and veered, in order to keep up with him. And because I was expert in this, and knew the place intimately, I still had him clearly in sight when he reached his destination. This was one of the stunted trees I have mentioned—an ash that grew in a distant part of the marsh, and had been bent by storms into the shape of the letter C. As soon as this curiosity came into view, I knew where my friend was heading; even from as far away as fifty yards I could see the nest dangling like a jewel from an ear.

A jewel, that is, made of paste or paper and molded into a long oval. For that is how jaspers manufacture their nests—by chewing tiny portions of wood and mixing them with their saliva until they have made a cone; within this cone they protect their hive and their queen especially, who lays her eggs at every level. It is remarkable: creatures that appear confused to the human eye, and are always buzzing in different directions, or no direction at all, are in fact very well organized and disciplined. Every individual has a part to play in the creation of their society and performs it by instinct.

As I drew closer to the nest, I began to admire it so much I wondered whether I might return to my father and tell him I had obeyed his orders without in fact having done so. I knew he would never search for the thing himself: it lay in a part of the marsh that felt remote even to me. I also knew I would then have to live with the lie, which I would not enjoy, while the wasps themselves would continue to pester us.

These two reasons might have been enough to make me stick to my task. In truth, there was a third that felt even more compelling—albeit one I hesitate to admit, because it appears to contradict everything I have said so far about my likes and dislikes. This was my desire to destroy the nest. It intrigued me. I was fascinated by it. But my interest had quickly become a longing for possession—and since possession was impossible, destruction was the only alternative.

I therefore began to gather every fragment of flotsam or small stick the sun had dried, so that by the time I stood beside the ash tree at last my arms were filled with a bundle the size of a haycock. I placed this on the ground beneath the nest, then stood back to fix the scene in my memory. The tree itself was very smooth, as if the wind had caressed it for such a long time, and so admiringly, the bark had turned into marble. The nest—around which a dozen or so jaspers were bobbing and floating, all quite oblivious of me—was about a foot from top to bottom, and swollen in the middle. It was pale as vellum, with little ridges and bumps here and there; these I took to be the individual deposits, brought by each wasp as he worked.

When I had stared for long enough to feel I would never forget, I knelt down, pulled a tinderbox from my pocket, and set fire to the material I had collected. Flames rose very quickly, releasing a sweet smell of sap, and within a minute the whole nest was cupped in a kind of burning hand. I expected the inhabitants to fly out, and thought they might even attack me since I was their destroyer. But no such thing took place. The wasps outside the nest simply flew away—they appeared not to care what was happening. Those within the nest, which must have been many hundred, chose to stay with their queen and to die with her. I heard the bodies of several explode with a strange high note, like the whine of a gnat; the rest suffocated in smoke without making any sound.

After no more than two or three minutes, I felt sure my job was done; I knocked the nest down, so that it fell into the ashes of my fire and broke apart. The comb inside was dark brown and wonderfully dainty, with every section containing a wrinkled grub; the queen—who was almost as big as my thumb—lay at the center surrounded by her dead warriors. They made a noble sight, and filled me with such great curiosity, I did not notice how nearly I had scorched myself by kneeling among the wreckage and poring over them.

Eventually, I stood up and faced toward home, knowing my father would soon be expecting my return. After a moment, however, I decided to please myself, not him, and changed my direction. I walked further into the marshes, jumping across the creeks and striding this way and that to avoid the larger gullies, until I had quite lost my way. There, in the deepest solitude of green and blue, I fell to thinking about my life.


2
The Story of My Life

I WAS NEVER a wicked child, but a disappointment to my father all the same. Thieving, deception, cruelty—I left these to others. Mine were faults of a less grievous kind, amounting to no more than a streak of wildness. I often ignored my father’s wishes and sometimes his orders. I resisted the plans he made for me. I preferred my own company to the society he wished me to enjoy.

On reflection, independence may be a better word than wildness for what I have just described. In either case the question remains: what caused it? In our early days we are blinded by the heat of moments as they pass, and seldom pause to consider. Now my youth is a distant memory, and I have a wider view of my existence, I am drawn more strongly to explanations.

The first is that my mother died of her trouble in bringing me into this world—which bred in me, as surely as if it had been one of her own characteristics, a tendency to regard myself as someone for whom the whole of life is a battle. Where no fight exists, I am likely to invent one in order to reassure myself of my own courage.

The second, which was solidified by my having neither brother nor sister, was the country in which we lived. By country I do not mean the nation, England, but rather the countryside—being the north shore of the river Thames, at a point of no particular consequence between London and the open sea. How this landscape appears now I can only imagine, not having returned home for many years. Most likely it is overbuilt by everything that is necessary for the business of docks and docking. But I can tell how it was then, exactly.

On the landward side of our house, the marshes stood a mere quarter-fathom above the surface of the water, and the quarter of a quarter at high tide. Any buildings thereabouts were hardly buildings at all, but rough arrangements of timber in which fishermen kept their gear, and other more secretive visitors dropped off or collected things that were precious to them. If the mist allowed, these shacks made an impressive silhouette, with spars protruding at strange angles, roofs slumped forward like fringes, and windows completing a lopsided face. To my young eyes they resembled a community of ogres, or at least warty witches all rubbing their hands over a cauldron. None of them stood upright for long. Whatever the wind did not knock flat, the marsh swallowed. As for the tracks that wandered between and beyond them: these soon forgot the destination they had in mind when they began their journeys, and ended in confusion or nothing at all.

If I have made the place sound fearsome, I have good reasons. Many times, walking alone under its vast sky, I heard footsteps behind me where none existed, or felt silence itself seizing my collar like a hand. Yet to tell the truth, the voices of the marsh, and of the river in particular, were never entirely one thing or the other; they were a mixture of sounds, pitched between sighing and laughter, as though they had never decided whether they meant to convey sorrow or joy. Perverse as it may seem, this is what I especially loved about the place; it was always in two minds.

The picture I have already painted of my father will make him seem straightforward by comparison—and so he was in certain respects. In others he was as contradictory as the landscape that surrounded him. I shall now show why, from the beginning.

My father’s own father had also been an innkeeper—of the Admiral Benbow in the West Country, around the coast from Bristol. Here he died young—whereupon my father found himself at the start of the great adventure that it has been my fate to continue. This adventure began with the sudden arrival at the Benbow of Billy Bones, a battered old salt who once upon a time had been the first mate of the notorious buccaneer Captain Flint, and whose sole possession was an even more knocked-about sea chest. For a week or two, the presence of this rascal caused no great difficulty at the Benbow—until the appearance of a second stranger, a pale, tallowy creature who, despite his ghostly countenance, went by the name of Black Dog—and soon after him a blind man named Pew, whose effect was so shocking that poor Bones fell dead almost the instant he saw him. To be particular, Pew tipped him the Black Spot; a man cannot long survive, once he has received that fatal sign.

There soon followed a whole history of dramatic episodes: an assault on the inn by pirates; a miraculous escape; the discovery of an ancient map; a perusal of the map; the understanding that treasure had been left by Captain Flint on a certain island; an expedition planned in Bristol and launched to recover said treasure; the treachery of the crew, and especially of a smooth-talking rogue named John Silver, who came ornamented with a parrot in compensation for missing a leg; a very dangerous and thrilling sojourn on the island; the discovery of some parts of the treasure; and a subsequent return to England and safety.

I have mentioned all this in summary, omitting the names of most of the principal characters and even some parts of the adventure itself, for the important reason that I have heard it told so many hundreds of times by my father, I cannot bear to write it down at greater length. Even the most celebrated stories in the world, including perhaps that of Our Lord himself, weary with the retelling. I will only add, in the interest of illuminating what follows, that close attention should be paid to the phrase some parts of the treasure, in order to encourage the idea that certain other parts of it were left undisturbed. I will also point out that when my father eventually quit the island, three especially troublesome members of the crew—whom my father called maroons—were left behind to meet whatever fate they might find. Much of what remains to be said will depend on these details.

Once my father had returned to Bristol he received his share of the wealth, which was valued in total at the astonishing sum of seven hundred thousand pounds. He often boasted of the amount, using it as an excuse to moralize—in a rather more ambiguous way than he intended—on the wages of sin. Of his own portion he never spoke precisely, referring to it as merely “ample” before running on to say how Ben Gunn, a wild man he discovered on the island and helped to rescue, had been granted an allocation of one thousand pounds, which he contrived to spend in nineteen days, so that he was a beggar again on the twentieth and given a lodge to keep, which he had always feared.

Whatever the precise amount of my father’s treasure, it was clear that he need lack for nothing so long as he did not follow the example of this Ben Gunn. Accordingly, he returned to his mother, who was now in sole charge of the Benbow in Black Hill Cove, and helped her to manage the place until he gained his majority. At that time, being tired of living in such an out-of-the-way spot, which contrasted very markedly with the excitement he had known on the high seas, he departed for London and devoted himself for several years to the pursuit of his own pleasure.

It is hard for any son to imagine the youth of his father—to the son, the father will generally be a creature of settled habits and solid opinions. Yet it is clear that throughout his time in the city, my parent lived more dashingly than I ever knew him to do in the course of my own existence. Released from the burden of caring for his mother (who now rested her head on the shoulder of an affectionate and elderly sailor, who would shortly become her husband), and provoked by a million new temptations, he became by his own admission a figure about the town.

This was before the period in which a man of fashion would be able to cut his cheek upon his own collar if he turned his head too sharply. But it was nevertheless a time of increasing opportunity in our country, when a man of means could easily footle his way through a fortune if so inclined. My father was never one to spend the best part of a day patrolling the Strand just so that a young lady might notice the tension in his trouser leg, and the particular shade of a canary glove. He was, however, of a disposition to enjoy himself—and it is evident from the gradual slide in his fortunes that a period of living in fine lodgings, with good pictures on the walls, and expensive china on the table, and servants to bring him whatever comforts he required, was sufficient to consume a large part of the wealth he had dug from those distant sands.

Whether he would eventually have slithered all the way into poverty I cannot say. What I know for certain is this: before his third decade was very far advanced (which is to say the first part of the 1780s), he encountered the steadying influence that was my mother. She was the daughter of an ostler who ran a successful business on the eastern edge of the city, where day-visitors from Edmonton and Enfield would stable their horses, and often stay for dinner before completing their journeys home. Her experience in this place had turned a diligent child into a thrifty young woman. She soon persuaded my father to moderate his ways, and set him on the path that led to respectability in the world. He surrendered his cards and dice. He abandoned certain doubtful connections. He regulated his hours. He made himself a more pleasing prospect. And when he had showed the steadiness of his resolve for almost a year, she accepted the sincerity of his feelings and they were married.

It now became necessary for my parents to find useful employment. The obvious choice, given the history of both of them, was to run an inn—which soon they did. Not, however, an inn lying close to either of their previous connections, but one that proved the spirit of independence I would like to claim as my inheritance. The inn I have already mentioned, and will now give its proper name: the Hispaniola.

The place was at once marriage bed, home and livelihood. And one more thing besides. For it was here, after only a year of bliss, in a room more like a fo’c’sle than anything on dry land, with a timber ceiling and walls, and a bay window overlooking the river, that my mother gave breath to me and was deprived of her own life in one and the same instant. I had, of course, no immediate knowledge of this. But from my first moment of remembered consciousness, which occurred some three years later, I was aware of what I had lost. To speak plainly: I grew up in an atmosphere stained by melancholy.

The weight of bereavement must nearly have broken my father. If the evidence of my own eyes had not told me this, I would have understood it from those who drank in our taproom, and had known him before the tragedy occurred. In the accounts they gave me, what had formerly been spirited in him was now subdued, what had looked for excitement now longed for moderation, and what had imagined the future now clung to the past.

You might wonder how the Hispaniola managed to survive these changes in my father. Sadness, after all, is not the common fare of inns. Yet survive it did—for reasons that shed some light on the variety of pleasures men seek in the world. Some individuals, it is true, did not appreciate his somber character, and these my father dismissed with directions to other establishments on the waterfront, which they might find more to their taste. But there were few ejections of this kind. The majority of our neighbors looked on the Hispaniola as a welcome relief from the raucousness and vulgarity of the world. They considered it a haven.

In saying this, I realize that I might appear to suggest my father had an unfriendly and withdrawn character. Yet while he could certainly seem fierce he also understood the need for human beings to live in the world—which I saw in his determination that I should have a better education than any he had received himself. The school he chose for me was in Enfield; I was dispatched there at the age of seven, and remained a “boarder” for a large part of every year until I was sixteen.

This establishment, which was proud to describe itself as a Dissenting Academy, was managed by a liberal-minded gentleman whose good qualities deserve great praise. But I do not propose to divert myself from my story in order to dwell on this part of my existence. Suffice it to say that when I eventually returned home again I had “the tastes of a gentleman” in reading and writing, and a clear idea of what it means to behave with decent concern for others. Also, and in spite of the influences to which I had been exposed, I had a quickened appetite for what had always pleased me most: my own company, and the life of the river and marshes.

I must mention one further thing before I continue—and that is another paradox. In his sadness after my mother’s death, my father often seemed the opposite of grieving. This was thanks to his habit of reliving the adventures of his youth, as I have already mentioned. Sometimes this was done at the request of new customers who knew his reputation and wanted to share a part of his history. But when no such requests were forthcoming, he was inclined to tell the stories anyway, pausing sometimes to expand on a moment of particular danger, or to digress into the background of an especially striking individual or event.

Indeed, it would be fair to say that long before my boyhood was over, the story of Treasure Island had become almost the whole of my father’s conversation. Its inhabitants were more companionable to him than the customers he served, and more vivid to me. They were not quite inventions, and not quite figures from history, but a blend of these things. This almost persuaded me I might have met them myself, and had seen with my own eyes the wickedness of John Silver the sea cook; and glimpsed the Black Spot passing into the hand of Billy Bones; and even watched my father himself when he was a child, climbing the mast of the Hispaniola to escape Israel Hands, then firing his pistols so that Hands fell into the clear blue water, and finally sank onto its sandy bed, where he lay with the little fishes rippling to and fro across his body.

With the mention of these ghosts, I am ready to begin my story. I will therefore ask you to remember where we stood a moment ago—on the marshes behind the Hispaniola—and then to jump forward a few hours. My solitary day had ended and I was reluctantly wandering home. Darkness had fallen. The moon had risen. Mist crawled along the river. When I stepped indoors from the towpath, candle flames burned still and straight in the warm air of the taproom, where my father’s adventures were once again approaching their crisis before an audience of visitors. I kept in the background of the scene, slipping upstairs to my bedroom so that I did not have to follow him through the final windings of his tale.

A moment later I had reached my own space under the roof. This was the least comfortable room in the house—hardly a room at all, but infinitely precious to me because it was like a cabinet of curiosities. Every wall was covered with shelves, on which I had arranged the feathers, shells, eggs, pieces of twisted wood, rope, skulls, curious knots and other trophies I had collected from the marsh in the course of my short but busy life. And in the middle of this cabinet, my crow’s nest—which I might properly call my bed, where I lay every night to survey the rolling universe. Here it was that I lay down at last. And here it was that I turned my face to the window.

The towpath was deserted, patched by a large square of yellow light falling from the taproom window. The marshes all around had been simplified by moonlight into an arrangement of powdery gray and greens. The river seemed a richer kind of nothing—a gigantic ingot of solid silver, except that now and again it crinkled when a log rolled silently past, or a dimple appeared and then vanished.

I lay staring for long enough to feel I was entranced, and so cannot tell exactly when the boat and its occupant arrived. One moment the water was empty. The next it featured the crescent of a hull, with a figure sitting upright in the center, oars in both hands, holding the vessel steady against the current. What sort of figure I could not say, only that it appeared slim and youthful; the head was covered with a shawl and the face was invisible.

It was an unusual sight so late in the evening. More remarkable still was the way the figure seemed to stare at me directly, even though it could not possibly have seen me in the lightless window. I propped myself on my elbows, but gave no other sign of interest. As I did so, the figure released the oar from its right hand, allowed the boat to spin a little, lifted this hand in a solemn salute, then beckoned for me to come near.


3
My Visitor

SO GREAT WAS my astonishment at being invited to meet my shadowy visitor, I could not obey, but continued to lie unmoving on my bed. After several minutes, during which nothing in the world seemed to change, I grew uncomfortable and sat upright. At this, the long oars immediately plunged downward, the boat turned around, and the silhouette disappeared as moonlight shuddered across the surface of the water.

What had I seen? A prank of some kind? Something not meant for me, but for a customer in the taproom below? Or was there a less comfortable explanation—namely, that I had seen a sprite or a vision. When I eventually rolled onto my back, I lay awake until the last of my father’s customers had made his farewell and departed along the towpath, without reaching a definite answer. The clear light of morning, I hoped, would make everything obvious to me.

It has been my habit since childhood to rise early, no doubt because my father required me to help him prepare the Hispaniola for her voyage through each new day. (I say help him, though generally I worked single-handed, while he dozed.) On the morning after my visitation, my eyes flew open so suddenly I thought someone had called my name. Possibly they had, since when I peered through my window again—there was the boat come back. Suspended in the current as if it had never left.

Because the sun had just risen, and although mist was curling over the water, as well as lying more thickly across the marshes in the background, I could make out the detail of things more definitely than I had been able to do the night before. The boat was a wherry, with the wood of the hull well maintained and polished, and a name painted in flowing black letters around the prow: the Spyglass.

In the stern of the boat, covered by a plain orange cloth, was a domed object like a large thimble, about two feet tall, which I could not explain. The figure seated at the oars was also very puzzling. The whole upper part of the body was swathed in a tartan blanket, whose reds and greens made a powerful contrast with the gray of the river. Another blanket, this one sober brown and small enough to be used as a shawl, was drawn around the head and shoulders and concealed the face entirely. I guessed, rather than knew, that the eyes were turned toward me, which produced a strange sense of reversal: I was in hiding (behind the protection of my window) but felt in full view. The thought unnerved me, and as I steadied myself against the wall of my room, the figure did as I half-feared and half-hoped. It raised a hand and beckoned to me for a second time.

I did not need a third invitation. Stamping into my boots without tying their laces, and descending the stairs with my feet unnaturally wide apart to avoid falling over myself, and at the same time as quietly as possible to avoid waking my father, I passed through the smoke-scented air of the taproom and outside onto the towpath. I did not pause to think how foolish I must look, nor to imagine what dangers I might be courting. Although my visitor was full of mystery, there was no menace that I could detect.

The sharpness of the air made me cough—which produced an answering chuckle. I took this to be a form of mockery, and spoke more rudely than I might otherwise have done.

“What do you want?”

The words hung heavily in the stillness, and after leaving a decent space for reply but receiving none, I stepped forward—half-expecting to drive my visitor away again. In fact the wherry immediately veered toward me—and as the prow hissed into the grass overhanging the bank, I bent to collect the mooring rope, pulled it tight, then took the marlin-spike tied to the end and pushed it into the earth. I felt I was obeying an order, although none had been given.

When I straightened again, the figure had arranged itself to look at me, still facelessly, with water trickling in silver links from the oars it held poised above the surface of the river. Once again I was startled into boldness.

“Who are you?”

Without any more to-do, the figure slowly took hold of the hem of the shawl, raised it, and showed its face. This was all done in the manner of a play, and I was immediately delighted—making a theatrical delay of my own, so that I had time to notice the hair crowning the face was very dark and cut short, the skin a warm olive-brown, the lips broad and the nose less so. I decided that it was beautiful, though whether it belonged to a boy or a girl I still could not be sure. More certainly, I knew it was a face with the power to lead me on, and to give instructions I could not easily ignore.

Later, I would understand how the seclusion of my childhood was being exploited for a purpose of which I had no knowledge. At the time, I was purely and simply flattered that such an appealing creature had sought me out. Squatting on my haunches, I brought our eyes level in a way that would have seemed intimate had it not been so innocent: I wanted to look into her eyes to understand my situation better. A girl’s eyes, I was now sure. Deep brown, with scratches of green in them. Eyes which showed amusement, yet also withheld something nearly opposite.

When she spoke, I heard the same qualities in her voice. It contained a smile as well as severity. “You refused to come down to me last night, Jim Hawkins.”

“I did not know I was invited.”

“I beckoned to you.”

I protested that I had not seen in the darkness, and reminded her it had been very late. Then I tried to regain some of the advantage her questions had taken from me, by asking one of my own.

“Where did you spend the night? Surely not on the river?”

“Why not on the river?” she came back at me. “It is summer. I have my blanket.” She settled the shawl more smoothly across her shoulders, then patted the springy wires of her hair.

When her hands returned to her lap, I glanced at them and saw she was not telling the whole truth. The tips of her fingers were wizened with cold. This made me wonder whether I should ask her to come inside and warm herself in the taproom, but on second thought I decided that she belonged in the open air. “Can I fetch you something to drink?” I asked. “For your breakfast?”

“A noggin, thank you,” she said. Although the answer was one that my father’s more ancient customers might easily have given, I went to do her bidding without delay. This was partly because I wanted to collect my thoughts in private. It was immediately apparent that my visitor was unlike anyone among our neighbors. While this drew me to her, it was also baffling. She was certainly mysterious, with the air of being engaged on a secret mission, but she was also steady—and this was the strangest thing of all. When I looked through the taproom window of the Hispaniola, while pouring our grog into two glasses, I found that she was not glancing around or showing that she was on guard in some other way; she had calmly settled herself on the farther side of her seat, so there would be space for me to fit beside her when I returned. All this might have seemed unaffected, and so in a way it was. Yet it was also done with an air of planning, and left me pondering her larger intentions.

When I came back outside, I stepped into the boat and passed her the grog as though it were the most sensible thing imaginable to drink hard liquor outside at six o’clock in the morning. Then I sat beside her with a show of conviction that was meant to match her own. As we began talking, alternately sipping the grog and chewing the two pieces of bread I had also produced, some of the mysteries of the Spyglass lifted. The name itself was taken from the inn owned by her mother and father—in London, close to the docks in Wapping. Her own name was Natalie, often shortened to Nat or Natty, since (she said with her characteristic air of simplicity) it sometimes suited her to pass as a boy. I wanted to question her about this, wondering what could require such a measure, but delayed in case I stopped the run of her confidences. Her age, for example; I wanted to know her age. All she would say was it was not much greater or less than my own, which at the time was a few months short of eighteen.

Throughout this conversation Natty glanced from time to time at the object she had placed in the stern, and then toward me, as if challenging me to ask what it might be. The truth is, I had already decided—thanks to the whistling and warbling that occasionally floated through the cloth. I recognized them as the sounds made by a starling, and assumed it was a bird she kept in a cage for company, and the amusement of its imitations.

I now did as I felt I had been invited to do, and asked if I could see the bird. Natty immediately bent forward to remove the cloth—and revealed not what I had supposed, but the starling’s larger relative, a mynah. I had never before seen one except in drawings, and felt at once that none of these had done justice to the reality. It was a most impressive bird, with very glossy black feathers, a large yellow bill, and a shrewd red eye. On seeing my face for the first time, it cocked its head on one side and said in a rasping voice, “Leave me alone! Leave me alone!”

I laughed at this, which the bird did not find at all entertaining; it stabbed fiercely at the bars of its cage.

“This is Spot,” Natty told me, anticipating my question. “Take care what you say in his hearing. He will most likely remember it.”

“Good morning, Spot,” I said solemnly—which started some banter about the origins of the bird, its age, its repertoire, and suchlike. By the time this had run its course, I was in a kind of daze—for which the grog should probably take some responsibility, as well as Natty herself. Her voice had entered me, carrying its meanings into my mind and heart, yet also seemed to play over me—like light or water. In between her words, I heard the sound of the river fingering the planks of the hull, and felt the growing warmth of the sun as it destroyed the last rags of mist on either side of us. Every so often another little gang of vessels would glide past, and our talk would be interrupted by the creak of oars or a sail. At other times it was footsteps along the towpath, and a voice calling down “Good morning,” as my neighbors set off to their work. Occasionally the interruptions were my own—when I lifted my eyes to the windows of the Hispaniola, for example, and wondered whether my father would wake, and see us, and come down to demand an introduction. More generally, though, I kept my eyes fixed on Natty’s face, or on the little pools of water that lulled and glittered among the duckboards beneath our feet. It is strange to admit, but the initial surprise of our meeting had already given way to a feeling of complete trustfulness. It seemed that our friendship was new in nothing but name.

When we reached the more precise reason for her visit, this sense of intimacy was to some extent explained. I have already described how my father had repeatedly been drawn into telling the story of his boyhood adventures; the character he most often invoked was the one-legged buccaneer John Silver. Long John Silver to his friends, as well as his enemies, who was also known as Barbecue on account of his being a sea cook. At the end of each telling and retelling—with Captain Flint’s coins rescued from the sand of Treasure Island, and my father and others (including Mr. Silver himself) safely ashore in Spanish America—my father always gave the same detail. Mr. Silver, he would say, had given his companions the slip, taking with him a part of the hoard, which was worth some four hundred guineas.

My father did not only mean to shock his audience when he revealed this. There was generally a note of admiration in his voice, to indicate that he and Mr. Silver had a kind of sympathy because, during the course of their adventures, each had saved the other’s life. Perhaps this was the reason he liked to speculate about the later existence of his hero. Some evenings, depending on the amount of drink he had taken, and the enthusiasm of his listeners, my father would imagine Mr. Silver dragging through Mexico and into the south of America itself, perhaps to sink at last into an inland sea of rum, as Captain Flint had done before him in Savannah. Or perhaps to become a buccaneer again, and take to the high seas in pursuit of further adventure. Perhaps even to return to England and the wife he had left there.

The name of the boat in which I was now sitting should have told me that only one of my father’s speculations was likely to be true: the inn where my father had first met Mr. Silver was called the Spyglass, which was also the name of a hill overlooking the site of the treasure on the island and, I now supposed, the name of Natty’s home. I blame my failure to see the significance of the letters curling around the prow of the boat—almost under my hand!—on the distractions created by my companion. That said, the basis of the connection I had felt with Natty now grew increasingly clear, as our talk veered into more open waters.

If it is not already obvious what I mean by this, let me speak plainly. Natty’s father was John Silver—which she now told me as a matter of fact. My first response, I am embarrassed to say, was to glance down at her legs, and be sure she had not inherited his disadvantage. To hide my foolishness, and any nervousness I might have felt about her kinship with so disreputable a man, I said:

“And your mother?”

Natty pursed her lips, then began speaking fluently. As I listened, I felt the sunlight strengthening across my scalp, and saw wisps of steam rising from the roof of the Hispaniola, as if it were about to catch fire.

Silver had first met his wife on one of the islands of the Caribbean Sea, where he had courted her in his rough way before returning with her to Bristol. She was younger than him, being really no more than a girl when they first met, but already bold enough to fulfill the role he required of her, which was to join him in the management of the Spyglass. The same Spyglass in which he would eventually meet my father, and from which he would sail to Treasure Island. When this momentous journey took place, Mr. Silver’s wife did as she had always done during such absences: stood guard for her husband and repelled those who tried to take advantage. (As Natty told me this, she gave a sharp sense of her mother’s beauty as well as her courage.)

On this particular cruise Mr. Silver was away for many months—so many, in fact, that his wife began to imagine the sea might have swallowed him, or some other tragedy had struck. But she knew better than to feel convinced of this, and in due course her husband returned to her—in disguise, in so far as any man minus a leg, and whose constant companion is a voluble parrot, can ever be said to be in disguise.

Natty told me this last detail with a smile that showed all her small white teeth, and proved that she regarded her father not merely as a parent, but as a character. It was a further example, I decided, of how she stood a little detached from life, observing its ebb and flow as if she did not entirely care whether events had one outcome or another.

“What sort of disguise might that have been, I wonder?” I said this hoping to surprise Natty into something candid—but she immediately slid back into the smooth current of her story, as if she were reciting a speech learned by heart. The changes her father had made to himself were more a matter of alterations within than without, in the sense that he had reformed himself during his absence. He had left Bristol a buccaneer, with a skill in pretending to be far nobler than he ever was, and returned denouncing his former habits. He had asked forgiveness for his trespasses. He set himself to his old business, of running the Spyglass, as though to manage such an establishment were all he had ever wanted to do in the world.

Natty herself was the living proof of this new steadiness, and as I watched her pause for a moment, tear another piece from the bread I had provided, and place it in her mouth with a contemplative slowness, I felt our sympathy increase still further. I told myself that although the story of our two childhoods appeared to be very different—mine solitary and natural whenever my schooling allowed it, hers lived in a perpetual hubbub—in truth they were similar, because a shadow lay across them both. The shadow of our fathers’ adventures.

At the same time, I did not know how much of his past Mr. Silver might have revealed to his daughter. In particular, I found it difficult to believe that he had told her about his history as a buccaneer. His treacheries and murders. His double-dealing. His slippery pursuit of wealth at any cost. Alternatively, Natty might be perfectly familiar with the whole story of his life, and not care what it had contained. This left me with deep questions: Was my companion an innocent, sprung from ancient corruption? Or was she an expert in the art of dissembling, as her father had also been?

I did not want to decide—not on our first morning together. I was too interested in knowing what purpose Natty had in coming to find me, beyond establishing what we had already discussed. I knew that everything we had said so far was nothing but a kind of scene-setting, and realized that my original question (“What do you want?”) had been deferred. Now I returned to it again.

“Why have you come here?” I said.

Natty evidently felt, as I did, that we had enjoyed ourselves long enough, and had reached the time for business. “My father sent me,” she replied very directly.

I was about to ask how he knew where to find me, when she continued without any encouragement.

“He has not liked to inconvenience your father, although he has known for a long time that you are living here. He did not want to disturb an old acquaintance who might not believe him to be the man he has become.”

It was now my turn to smile, imagining how reluctant my father would have been to change his opinion of Mr. Silver. I began to confirm this, saying, “I think—” But I was interrupted.

“My father wants to meet you,” Natty said. “He has asked me to fetch you.” She paused as suddenly as she had begun, and her right hand lifted to brush a speck from my shoulder. The gesture was meant to soften me, and it succeeded. Rather than denying her request, or putting some difficulty in its way, I merely said:

“Today?”

“Today if possible,” she replied. “Though not you alone. My father has asked me to say: does your father still own the map, and if he does, would he allow you to bring it to him?”

At this, sheer astonishment at her boldness overwhelmed everything, and I could not help half-shouting, “The map! My father’s map! Borrowing it!”

Natty said nothing but sat with her shoulders slumped, staring along the river to the point where it swerved out of sight toward London. It was clear that she had expected my incredulity, and knew it must run a course. The effect was to make me feel I had been reproached, when in truth I knew I should be reproaching her. It was extraordinary to think that her father—a pirate, a murderer—should approach my father in so casual a way. Worse than extraordinary, in fact. Insulting and impossible. As far as my father was concerned, Mr. Silver was a monstrous impostor; he deserved jail or the gallows, and not cooperation.

I debated with myself how best to sink Natty’s request so that it would never rise again, also staring downriver and concentrating very fiercely on a family of moorhens that were fussing around their nest. As I did so, my mind began to change. Natty’s remarks, when I considered them, were not addressed to my father. They were addressed to me. Would I take the map. Would I, in fact, be willing to enter into dealings that my father would think were nothing less than criminal?

Natty began to hum a tune under her breath; I recognized it as “Lillibullero,” a melody I have always liked. I made no comment, but continued gazing ahead, as if I might find the answer to all my questions in studying the moorhens as they dived for food, then bobbed to the surface again with water breaking in jewels across their feathers. When I was tired of this, I turned to examine Spot once more. He was not in the least interested in my cogitations, but preened the feathers of one wing with smooth and steady tugs.

The map, I understood, was the map of Treasure Island. I had never seen it. I was not even certain that it was still in my father’s possession. But I knew where it would be, if he did still own it. In the chest that stood at the foot of his bed. The chest that—as he had told me a thousand times—once belonged to Billy Bones. (It had remained in the Admiral Benbow following the death of that reprobate, and was claimed by my father as a reward for his troubles, when he returned to the inn after his journey to the island.) My father had nowhere else to hoard his valuables, which explained why he guarded this chest with a special vigilance, keeping its key tied at all times around his neck on a piece of string. I had never laid a hand on this key, much less turned it in the lock of the chest. But I accepted that if I were to do so, I would in all probability find the article that Mr. Silver wanted.

The second and larger mystery, of whether I dare take it, remained to be solved.

“Do you know why your father wants this map?” I asked at length, in a voice that I hoped would convey a sense of general bafflement.

Natty broke off her humming and dipped a hand into the river; the water closed around it with a faint clucking noise, as if it were thick as treacle. “Of course,” she said, at exactly the same moment as I spoke myself, and followed my original question by saying, “I can guess.”

The coincidence of our speaking together was enough to end the solemnity that had crept over us, and we smiled again. This lightening, however, did not help me settle what answer I should give. I decided the best I could do, and the course of action least likely to cause harm, was to tell the truth.

“I do not know whether my father has a map,” I told her.

“I said the map,” Natty replied, with a note of impatience.

“The map, then.”

“But if …”

“But if he did have the map,” I said, taking up her words, “I know where it might be found.” As I spoke, a cloud sailed across the sun and the sparkle died on the river, turning its traffic from a joyful bustle into a melancholy procession. A ferryboat taking passengers toward London suddenly appeared to be on its way to the underworld. A coal barge, carried by a single ashen sail along the center of the current, broke a black wash against the side of our wherry. If I had not been so thoroughly seized by the gravity of what I was now contemplating, I might have laughed at the thought of the world so obviously judging my behavior, and finding me wanting. As it was I merely frowned.

Natty would not allow matters to rest. “And where might that be?” she persisted.

“Oh,” I said, then hesitated again. I was imagining how I would creep silently to my father’s bedside as he slept, slip the key from around his neck, open the chest, riffle through its contents until I found the map, remove it, lock the chest again, return the key, then make my escape—and all in complete darkness, without making a sound!

It was a preposterous idea. Preposterous because dangerous. And preposterous for other reasons, as well. Because the deception—no, the theft—would be a betrayal of my father. He had done nothing to deserve such treachery. Making me toil in his taproom? Leaving me too much to myself? Boasting? Wasting time on former glories? These were hardly unnatural sins that justified unnatural actions.

“Oh?” said Natty, echoing me.

“I’m not sure,” I said. And then, as if I were speaking for a ghost that lived inside me, or was being manipulated by Natty herself, I added, “Map or no map, I should like to meet your father.”

It was not just curiosity that made me say this, but a sense that something so merely inquisitive could hardly be counted a crime. I was of course denying to myself the possibility that it might be a step toward crime.

Natty straightened her back, as if a burden had been lifted from her. “When?” she asked.

“Today,” I told her, full of confidence. “Now. I shall go inside to my father, and tell him not to expect me until this evening.”

With that I collected our two empty glasses, and stood up so abruptly the boat dipped and rasped against the bank—then stepped onto the towpath. When I paused in the doorway to look around, Natty had already untethered the Spyglass. She sat with the prow pointing toward London, the oars in her hands, and her face filled with the satisfaction of someone who is doing what they have always expected to do. Spot was looking in the same direction, and when he began talking, his words reached me very clearly. “Hoist the mainsail,” he said. “Hoist the mainsail.”


4
To Wapping

NOTHING WAS SAID or done on our journey to London that suggested my life had abruptly changed. Yet as the river carried us forward I felt I was not so much setting out from home as leaving it. The wide marshes smoking in the early sun were a sight that I had known all my life, but now they seemed as bewildering as images in a dream. Even before the Hispaniola sank below the horizon, I had started to think that ghosts might feel as I did—being intimate with the places they haunt, while remaining separate from them.

Natty took charge of the journey for our first few miles; I sat in the stern beside Spot, who tilted his head to observe me through the bars of his cage and made a continuous low hissing noise, which proved how greatly he resented my company. It was not in the least surprising to see Natty so expert in everything she did—strong as a boy in her handling of the oars, and like a boy too in the way she hardly seemed conscious of herself, but only of the task she performed. When sweat trickled from her forehead along her nose, she pouted and puffed it away; if other craft dared show any sign of wanting to cross her path, she shouted at their pilots to have a care. I understood she did not want to speak to me while she worked, and contented myself with watching. Although I often threw her a smile, and wished her to know I admired her dexterity, I felt the looks she gave me in return were intended to cut directly through me, in order to concentrate on some invisible thing that followed behind us.

I soon settled for living in a kind of trance. The marshes slid by as if a hand had descended from heaven to unroll a canvas of infinite length, on which everything seemed static and a picture of itself. Here was a piebald pony, clambering onto a shingle-spit as though debating whether to take a bath. Here was a boatyard where boys melted tar in a bucket—the heavy smell crawled over the river like a shadow. Here was a knot of sailors’ homes around a stagnant inlet, and here a complete large village, where the inhabitants were beginning their day of chattering, bargaining, working, cursing and comforting. Each of them took as much notice of the Spyglass as if she had been a water bug. Likewise the sailors looking down from their high decks, or the oarsmen in their rowing boats that were more nearly our equal. They had their own business to attend to, and concentrated on that.

The estrangement continued even when my manners revived (I mean: when I had new orders from Natty) and I began to share the work of rowing. This was accomplished with a minimum of talk, as though we were old comrades dropping into familiar routines, and our silence continued for the final part of our journey. The effect was to make the beginning of my adventure seem inevitable. Our shoulders and arms (her right, my left) rubbed together with a soft friction. Cold river water dripped onto our knees, and puddled around our shoes. Our lips blew out steady gasps, whereupon our breath mingled in a wake that (had we been able to see them) would have imitated the curling signatures left by our oars on the surface of the water.

In as little as an hour—such was the force of the current working in our favor—we had traveled through Greenwich and reached a part of the river I barely knew. Here, watching the houses crowd together on the bank in much greater numbers, I had better reason to think I was entering a new phase of my existence. This was not because I had never been to London before: I had several times accompanied my father on trips to provision the Hispaniola, and to pay our respects (before their death) to my mother’s parents in Shoreditch. It was more a matter of this being the first expedition I had made on my own account, fulfilling my own wishes.

If anyone had asked me to say precisely what those wishes might have been, I could not easily have told them. The pleasure of sitting beside Natty would have been one honest answer. More than that, my journey showed a willingness to see her father—but a willingness that was accompanied by a great deal of doubt. I had yet to decide, for instance, what I would say to Mr. Silver when he questioned me about the map. I reached the same point of indecision when I debated with myself whether I might be able to steal it. In my surrender to Natty’s invitation, I assumed that appropriate actions would occur at appropriate times.

As we came close to Wapping, the safety of the Spyglass required all our attention. It also persuaded Natty to break her silence, and give me instructions about how to avoid obstacles by swerving now this way and now that. Although I had lived on the river for most of my life, I did not feel in the least demeaned by this. So long as Natty presented us to the world as equal partners, and did not embarrass me by suggesting otherwise, I was content to do her bidding, and bide my time until my own initiative might be required.

In spite of her cleverness, the dangers of traffic squeezed so tightly together in this part of the river were a good reason to think we might be rammed and sunk at any moment. The distractions of the quayside made our risk all the greater. At home in the Hispaniola, staring from my father’s windows, I had often seen ships returning from the four corners of the world, and let my imagination play among the bales of silk and boxes of spice they carried in their holds. Now, to look up from my seat in the Spyglass and contemplate the towering walls of such vessels—to see the scars inflicted by their voyages across enormous seas, to watch the sailors with their skins browned and hair bleached by the heat of exotic suns—made me feel that the dream into which I had fallen was spiraling downward still further.

When Natty eventually lifted one hand and pointed toward the shore, I saw a pair of tall warehouses that appeared so nearly on the point of collapse they had leaned together and formed a kind of tunnel. I understood this was our destination, and pulled more sharply on my oar, as I was told to do. The Spyglass slid between two ships, entered much calmer water—and Natty’s fist landed in my chest to push me backward, so that we could more easily approach our landing place by slipping beneath a web of mooring ropes. In this way I had the appearance of a sleeper, as well as the drowsiness of one, when we reached the end of our journey.

I should more properly say: reached the end of one part of our journey and began the next. For as soon as we had tethered the Spyglass to a ring attached in the quay, and climbed a slimy ladder onto solid ground (which meant following Natty, and passing up to her the cage containing Spot, who objected loudly to this change in his circumstances), it was immediately obvious that I must sharpen my wits. In the space of a moment, I was entirely surrounded by men and women who did not care if they knocked me with their elbows, or struck me with their baskets, or trampled me with their clogs, or in some other way encouraged me to disappear over the side of the quay and into the river to drown.

Natty signaled to me, and we set off beneath the arch of warehouses. By now I was accustomed to behaving obediently with her, and soon found myself passing through a sort of labyrinth made of greasy walls and billowy washing lines. When we escaped at last—which happened in a sudden blaze of sunlight—she turned toward me with a strange catch in her voice.

“This is my home,” she said.

It was a house backing onto the river: that much was obvious, since beyond it to left and right lay a glimmer of water. But a house built on what method was difficult to say, since the entire construction contained little of anything that is generally accepted as being necessary in a house, and much that is not. A single door was squeezed to one side of the façade, windows were scattered here and there (some oblong, some round, some square), the roof was pitched high over one side and dwindled almost to nothing on the other, and several chimneys (all breathing smoke) stuck out at unexpected angles like gigantic whiskers.

The composition of the thing was more peculiar still. For rather than being made of bricks and mortar, the walls were comprised of planks, spars, logs, branches, roots, pieces of barrel, and every other sort of wooden material the river happened to have carried within reach—some of them with barnacles and hanks of dried weed still attached. It was impossible to explain, unless the Thames had hoarded every scrap of its flotsam and jetsam for an appreciable time, then been provoked into flinging the whole collection into an upright position, where it remained thanks to a miracle of balance. Hard wood and soft wood, dark wood and light wood, carved wood and plain wood had been hammered or bound together, without regard for any principle except that of chaos. Only one thing immediately made sense: the ancient brass telescope hanging above the door, which gave the building its name—the Spyglass.

I gazed at all this with such rapt attention, I realized Natty had taken hold of my hand only when she released it. Whether she felt cheered by the sight of home, or alarmed by the idea of how it might appear to me (and therefore wanting to set me at my ease), she now became more talkative.

“You will ask my father how he built the house,” she told me. “He becomes quite expansive on the subject.”

“I can see why he might,” I replied. “But tell me yourself: when did he first come here?”

“Before I was born. With my mother.”

“You have said only a little about your mother,” I said, thinking I must soon meet her and needed to know as much beforehand as I thought I knew about Mr. Silver.

“Does a person have to say much about their mother?”

“They do not,” I said. “For instance, I will most definitely not even mention my own mother, because I do not have one.”

A shadow came over Natty’s face, which made me regret I had spoken so crisply. “My mother you shall meet soon,” she said. “My father you will not see for long.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, but she did not answer immediately, only looked at me with a frown. It occurred to me then that her silence during our journey upriver had not been a result of indifference, but rather of absorption in herself—a kind of anxiety.

“My father …” she began at length, then faltered. I could see from the confusion in her face that a host of different explanations were clamoring for precedence. In the end she settled their argument by giving a sigh, and saying no more than this: “My father is a very old man.”

Although I now felt more bewildered than ever by what Natty was trying to explain, or perhaps to conceal, I told her that I understood—and to make this answer seem as warm as I wished it to be, I reached forward and touched her arm. The upshot was the opposite of everything I meant. Natty flinched as if I had waved a flame at her, and backed away.

“Understanding, understanding,” she said impatiently, and avoided meeting my eye. “So long as you are ready, that is all I need to know.”

With this she turned her back, pushed open the door, and invited me to follow as she began climbing the stairs that rose before us. I could not help noticing that Spot hopped from the floor of his cage onto his perch as she did so, and closed his eyes so tightly that wrinkles appeared among the feathers around their sockets.

The whole interior of the house was dark, and smelled strongly of damp and mold. It made the place rather disgusting, though whether I would have felt the same if we had entered any of the rooms we passed on our ascent, I had no way of knowing. When we had reached the landing on the first floor, I heard a rumble of conversation and laughter which suggested the taproom was nearby. On the second floor, beyond a door where Natty stopped and pressed her finger to her lips, then whispered, “My mother,” I heard a woman singing. The music was a kind of ditty, a jaunty sound, although the strangeness of its setting made it seem melancholy. One verse in particular came through to me, which I have never forgotten:


Take my heart, sweet Jesus, take my life,

I borrowed them from you, now have them back.

Come down to me, possess me as your wife,

The breath I lose in you I never lack.



I tilted my head, meaning to inquire whether I should enter and introduce myself, but Natty’s eyes widened as though the very idea were ridiculous. Once again, I had no choice but to agree—and so on we went, following the stairs upward for several more flights in a succession of zigzags until I began to wonder whether we had reached a height that was actually dangerous.

I say this because I could not help noticing as we climbed that a gentle swaying movement began to affect the whole building. Gentle—but definite. It occurred to me that since entering the Spyglass we had somehow contrived to pass from a house onto a ship. Onto the top of a mast, in fact, from which there would be wide views over the river and the city, if only we could find a window to enjoy them. The murmur of the wind, as it tumbled all around us, added to this sensation of being at sea. It was at once absurd and thrilling, and gave me a shiver of excitement.

As we began the last and narrowest flight, Natty glanced over her shoulder and waggled her left hand (while still keeping hold of Spot’s cage with the other) to show I must not make a sound. She meant well, I am sure, but the gesture reminded me of the shadow which had crossed her face when we had been waiting in the street a moment before. Whatever pleasure she had in carrying out her father’s orders was accompanied by a good deal of nervousness, or perhaps even fearfulness. It gave a peculiar urgency to all her actions.

I took some comfort from this, since it suggested that Natty’s feelings about Mr. Silver might after all resemble those I had inherited from my own father. And for this reason it did not surprise me that my father now rose into my head like a specter. “Long John Silver,” I heard him say very distinctly, in the booming voice he used to attract the attention of customers in the fog of the Hispaniola. “Long John Silver with his peg leg and his parrot and his plausible ways. Oh, he was a charmer, certainly, if lies and flattery can ever be called charming. At the end of everything, he was the most damnable villain in the world. I would as soon speak to him again as give my soul to the devil!”

If there had been a chance to think about these things more deeply, I would have seen that my presence in the Spyglass now damned me as a villain—and probably as a fool as well. But I was traveling too fast in the stream of my self-importance to feel the reality of such ideas. When Natty at last reached the head of the stairs, and turned to encourage me with a smile of the most melting sweetness, I had no thought in my brain except this: everything we do, we must do together.


5
I Meet a Ghost

WHEN NATTY THREW open the door to her father’s room, I expected to find myself in some sort of aerial burrow or bolt hole. The narrowing stairs had predicted this, and so did my father’s opinion: Mr. Silver would only have made his dangerous return to England if he had been sure of hiding in shadows.

I found nothing of the kind, but rather a deluge of such brilliant light that for a moment I was dazzled. When my sight returned, I saw I had entered a large cockpit, of which one wall was made entirely of glass, held together by the slenderest bars of wood. This window had been constructed in order to bulge outward, and gave such an exceptional sensation of looking I could not decide whether it was like an eye, or whether I was actually inside an eye. In any event, I thought I might as well have been an eagle, because I was now able to scrutinize the city and everything it contained with the same clarity.

By the time I had taken this into account, and stepped forward to enjoy a precipitous view of the quay directly below me, where I could see our wherry lying like a seed among the larger ships, Natty seemed to have forgotten me. She had moved away as we entered the room, slinking along the wall furthest from the window as though she disdained its vistas, and coming to a halt alongside the figure I now turned to see for the first time.

Thanks to my father’s stories of Treasure Island, Long John Silver had first come into my mind with the appearance and habits of a demon. His only saving grace was the trick of expediency; in all other respects he was entirely evil—a “horror,” my father used to say, “of cruelty, duplicity and power.” The screech of his parrot—“Pieces of eight! Pieces of eight!,” like the clacking of a tiny mill—was a refrain of my nightmares. Another was the tap-tap-tap of his wooden leg, his left leg, which replaced the original he had lost in his country’s service under the immortal Hawke. Whenever I felt liable for any sort of punishment, and often when I did not, I had a dread of feeling the stab of his wooden crutch, which he would aim and fling with extraordinary ferocity, like a thunderbolt between my shoulder blades.

With the passage of time these childish fears receded—in the way of such things—and in some cases even modified into images I paraded in my mind’s eye, in order to calculate how much braver I was becoming. It impressed me that whenever I belittled Mr. Silver my father would call me an ignorant boy who knew nothing of the world. But while these reprimands reduced me to silence, they did not alter my opinion. Long John Silver, I am ashamed to say, had gradually been diminished by familiarity into a feeble form of his original self.

As my eyes lit on him now, I knew at once that I had been a fool to ignore my father’s judgment. I say this in spite of the ways in which time had eroded the contours of the man’s body. He was lying on a chaise longue covered in faded green cloth, the velvet patched here and there with darker swatches, wearing an immense blue coat, thick with brass buttons, that would have hung as low as his knee if he had been able to stand; the high collar rose up around his ears and pushed them outward.

To call this body emaciated does not do justice to the ravages it had suffered—especially since he had detached his wooden leg (from close by the hip) and laid it on the floor beside him. It would be better to say that his form seemed to be disintegrating, even as I looked at it: the collapsed folds of his trousers, the speckled brown stalk of his single leg, where it protruded beside its absent partner; the chest sunk beneath the grimy flounces of his shirt: all these led me to marvel that the spirit governing them was still active, and to suppose it could not endure much longer.

It was the head, and not the body, that made me recognize the menace my father had so often complained about. According to him, Mr. Silver’s face had been as big as a ham—smooth and plain and pale, but intelligent and smiling. Now it was shriveled and sunken, and capped with hair that had become so extremely sparse it was more like an arrangement of threads than anything natural, and hung greasily from his crown as far as his shoulders. This itself seemed to imply a sort of abandonment, and was made all the more alarming by the fact that his eyes, which I had expected to see fixed on my own with a seductive intensity, boiled from side to side and were completely clouded over. Mr. Silver was blind.

While this affliction might have produced an appearance of pathos in other men, and a mood of dependency, in him it had only inspired rage—which he was continually trying to control. His head rocked on the gold cushion that supported it, while his left hand clenched and unclenched beside his absent leg, as though searching for a dagger he might hurl instead of a greeting.

“Are you there? Are you there?” he demanded, scratching the air with his right hand. The voice was not so much exhausted as weathered—scrubbed and ridged and whitened.

“I’m here, Father,” said Natty, whose own voice rang very sweetly, although its mollifying tone had no effect. Once again the hand rose impatiently, and now that I looked more closely, I saw it bore the faded mark of a tattoo, blue and purple, running upward from the knuckles and disappearing beneath the untidy shirt cuff. I thought it might be a snake, with the mouth open and fangs about to strike.

“I’m here, Father,” Natty repeated.

Since entering the cockpit I had been so preoccupied by the magnificence of its view, and the mingled decrepitude and threat of its sightless inhabitant, I had not paused to consider Natty’s behavior. Now a host of questions rushed into my mind. Why had she not introduced me to her father? Did she want to give the impression that she was alone? She was certainly ignoring me, avoiding my eye as she set down the cage for her bird (on a small round table that was evidently its regular home), and tugging her shawl more tightly around her shoulders. As I watched a frown begin to cloud her face, it seemed there was an element of subterfuge in her actions, as well as of reassurance.

I was confused by these thoughts, which made me wonder, who was the governing authority in the room? My uncertainty soon deepened. Instead of taking her father’s hand and planting a chaste kiss on his skull, Natty bent to the still-twitching figure and rubbed her cheek against the side of his face like a cat. At this the old man finally lay still. “My love,” I think he said, although it may have been “My life.” When this was done, he inched his sparrow-body across the chaise, making a space for her to lie down next to him. This she did willingly, sliding her arm across his chest. I could not see her face, which was buried in the material of his topcoat. His own face continued to stare directly toward the invisible view; it was a mask of bliss.

The embrace continued for at least a minute, during which father and daughter lay in each other’s arms without any acknowledgment of my presence. I have thought about the scene a thousand times since, often unhappily, but however I change the angle of my regard, I end with the same conclusion. The question of control was exceedingly vexed. Mr. Silver had no remaining physical power to carry out his wishes, yet he still possessed a determined mind. Natty’s intelligence was not yet independent, but her youth and energy gave her a kind of domination. They appeared to have settled the contest between their abilities by developing an exceptional devotion. A love, indeed, that I saw at once might mean the rejection of anyone else who wanted their attention.

As if to confirm the unease provoked by these thoughts, Spot now began to fidget very nervously, scraping his wings against the bars of his cage and repeatedly opening and closing his beak as though about to regurgitate a word or two. When he finally succeeded, he began the same phrase I had heard him utter before, when I first made his acquaintance outside the Hispaniola: “Leave me alone! Leave me alone!” In the same instant that he began to speak, Natty suddenly sat upright, keeping her place beside her father’s shoulder, and patted her hair like someone waking from a refreshing sleep.

Although she smiled directly at me, it was her father she spoke to: “Now,” she said quietly, “we must get to business. I have brought Mr. Hawkins to see you, Father, as you asked.” Her tone of voice was absolutely even, and the look in her eye absolutely steady, as if she were daring me to object that I had seen anything strange or disconcerting.

“Mr. Hawkins!” the old man cawed, as if he were a bird himself, and extended both his arms toward me. The idea that he might expect me to embrace him was something that filled me with revulsion, and I stood my ground—which of course he did not actually see. “Mr. Hawkins!” he said again, in the same crooning tone. “My-my, boy, here’s a treat for an old man. Come here. Come here and sit by me. Let me see you.” He pronounced the word see with a drawling slowness that made me want to shrink away—but as if I had lost the command of my faculties, I now moved forward until I found myself sitting on the chaise longue across from Natty, almost touching the bare brown skin of her father’s leg. At this proximity, I could not help noticing the smell hanging over him—very musty and dark, as if he had lain underground for a while and recently been resurrected.

I sat still as a statue, accepting with a kind of passive sorrow that everything I now did, every breath I inhaled, was either a betrayal or repudiation of my father. I felt incapable of taking any other course. Natty, meanwhile, had kept her place on the opposite side of the chaise and gave me another of her sweet smiles, with her head bent slightly forward in encouragement.

Returning her look, I said: “I am here, sir.” My voice was hoarse and small, so I thought to repeat myself, but this time managed to drop the “sir” in deference to my father.

As the memory of my father continued to flash across my mind, I lowered my eyes. It was extraordinary to think the emaciated body before me had sailed the Seven Seas with my own flesh and blood. Bewildering, too. Not just in the difference between then and now, but because the past seemed at once infinitely remote and intensely present. I thought that if I were to lay my hand on Mr. Silver, he would quicken into his former self, and my own fingers would become my father’s, clutching at him for help, or to repel him.

“I am here,” I said again—eventually.

I expected some further warm outburst to greet my words, but Mr. Silver did not answer. Instead he fixed his milky eyes upon me, let one arm drop into his lap, and ran the other over every feature of my face; his nails felt sharp as claws as they scraped over my skin. He touched my hair, my brow, my eye sockets, my nose, my cheeks, my lips, my chin, and the beginning of my neck—all the while making a low ruminative humming noise with his mouth tight shut.

“Yes, you are Jim,” he said at last, and snatched his hand away with a surprising suddenness; I saw the snake wrinkle across his wrist.

“I am.”

“I would know you in the street or anywhere. You are your father’s son exactly.”

“Thank you,” I said, somewhat foolishly as it seemed, but Mr. Silver did not notice.

“You are young,” he went on. “But of course you are—very young. It is a pleasant thing to be young, and have ten toes, you may lay to that. When you want to go for a bit of exploring, you just ask old John, and he’ll put up a snack for you to take along.”

“Thank you,” I said again, feeling still more awkward, but once again Mr. Silver seemed to ignore me and to be talking to himself.

“Young, and an educated boy, I should wager,” he said. “I had a good schooling myself, in my own days. I could speak like a book when so minded. Genteel. That’s what the captain called me. Genteel. You know whom I’m speaking about?”

“Captain Flint, sir,” I said, remembering what my father had told me.

“Captain Flint exactly!” Mr. Silver sighed, a dry rasping sound in the bottom of his throat, then broke into a weak singsong. “First with England, then with Flint, that’s my story. Here’s to old Flint. Here’s to ourselves and hold your luff, plenty of prizes and plenty of duff.” He paused again and swallowed. “But that was long ago, long ago. I have not spoken with your father since he was a lad even younger than you are.” The eyes hooded as he said this, which showed he must be calculating how many years had passed since their last encounter. His frown showed he did not like the number that occurred to him.

“Does he talk of me—your father?” he asked.

“Very often,” I said, which sounded more like a common courtesy than I meant.

“Does he!” Mr. Silver exclaimed. “Does he indeed? Did you hear that, my dear?”—this, turning to Natty—“Mr. Hawkins often speaks of me!” He nodded a few times, while Natty and I exchanged a shining look. “Well,” he continued after falling still again. “It is no great wonder, I suppose. Your father and I had great adventures together.”

“So I have heard,” I said stiffly.

“I’ll warrant you have,” he said; “I’ll warrant you have”—and then, after a pause: “I have often sailed past your haunt the Hispaniola. A quaint old place, very shipshape and busy, I dare say. Very convenient for yarns and news and all sorts. Very handy for a bottle of rum.” He leered when he came to the word rum and then, turning to include Natty, straightened his face and continued, “Isn’t that so, my darling! We have often looked in through the windows along the estuary, and wondered whether we might call in and surprise Jim Hawkins. Old Jim and young Jim.” He gave a dusty cackle. “But who wants to see a ghost and have their happiness shaken—eh, Jim? Who wants to see a ghost?”

I could only nod at this, which of course meant silence to Mr. Silver, while my brain began to understand what he had told me. It made me feel that my entire existence, which I had hitherto believed to be my own affair, might in fact have been an open book, of which Mr. Silver and Natty had turned every page as my story developed.

“But I am not a ghost, am I now, lad?” Mr. Silver cackled again, and lifted his revolting claw to nip my cheek between two of his talons. “What flesh is left of me is real flesh. Real flesh! And real blood running in my veins, eh!” His hand dropped into his lap with a soft thud. “Pieces of eight! Pieces of eight!” he said suddenly, in a kind of scream. “I’m not done for yet! Not by a long chalk.”

When I heard this, I thought Mr. Silver might actually have lost his wits, and was not surprised to see Natty run her hand across his brow to calm him. “Hush, hush, Father,” she said, in a soothing voice. “Hush, hush”—then, more briskly: “Remember why Jim is here, and what you have to say to him.”

Mr. Silver breathed deeply two or three times, bringing himself to order; I suspect he was remembering a drill that he and Natty had devised for just such a moment as this. But when he began speaking again, it was evident that his mind was still rambling; he only gradually arrived at the point Natty had indicated.

“Your father was a most valuable friend,” he whispered. “A brave boy. A clever boy, too—a lad of spirit. The rabble that surrounded me in those days—he saw they were worth nothing. Outright fools and cowards. He gave them what they deserved.” He reached forward and searched for my hand; when he had caught it, he gripped it very tight, squeezing my knuckles. “But with me he was always understanding,” he continued. “He saw we were gentlemen of fortune—the both of us. And I told him, ‘Jim, I’ll save your life—if so be as I can. Then see here,’ I told him, ‘tit for tat—you save Long John Silver from swinging.’ ” With this, he withdrew his hand, and set about heaving himself more nearly upright on his chaise, squaring his narrow shoulders and shaking his head as if tossing hair out of his eyes. “Really,” he said, in a slow and dignified voice, “I might say he was like a son to me.”

These last few words sank into me as heavily as stones. And as often happens at moments of especial intensity in our lives, I became conscious that a part of my mind had withdrawn, and was observing its own operations. I began thinking that some of Mr. Silver’s fascination came from the fact that his voice, with its rolling vowels and comfortable patterns, showed he had been born in the same part of the West Country as my father’s family. This meant his talk had a kind of familiarity, and the air of comfort, even when he was saying astonishing things. Truly, it was outrageous to hear this man, whom my father had called the devil, recollect him as a son—and yet it was convincing as well.

“My father—” I began, with no clear idea of how I might continue.

“Your father!” Mr. Silver interrupted. “Your father would have understood the reasons for what I am about to ask you. I always liked him for a lad of spirit, and the picture of myself when I was young and handsome. A brave boy and a clever one, as I say. Very brave and very clever. Clever enough to know the value of an adventure, at any rate, and brave enough to carry it out!”

As Mr. Silver finished speaking, he clenched his jaws and stuck out his chin. The effect was to show how collapsed his mouth was, over gums that had long since lost their teeth. Yet the impression of defiance was unmistakable.

“What adventure do you have in mind?” I asked, although I already knew the answer.

“Why the map, of course, boy!” His voice rose once more into something like a scream, which completely destroyed the impression of gentleness he had just given. “The map and then the treasure across the sea! The beautiful silver! All the beautiful silver we left there in the old days, with the old captain.” He paused and struggled for breath, then continued more softly. “You know the story, boy, and don’t say otherwise. Your father and I only took what we could carry—us and the rest of them. But there’s more. All the beautiful silver. Silver lying in the ground, and the map will tell you where!”

“Supposing I refused?” I said. In my heart, I already knew how I would respond to Mr. Silver, but thought I owed my father at least this show of loyalty.

“Suppose nothing!” the old man flashed back at me, shuddering as he spoke. “Think! Do not suppose! Think of the fortune waiting for you! Think of who is speaking to you! It is me! Long John Silver as was. Old Barbecue as was. But neither of these any more. Not for many a day. It is Mr. Silver now—the same man but different. Like music set in a different key, you might say. Your father will understand that. O yes, he will understand that, being subject himself to the same changes. The changes that govern us all.” The voice was beginning to fail now, although in these last words there was still a hiss of steel, like a sword being pulled from its sheath. He then added two more words, both as sharp as stab wounds. “Bravery!” he said. “Cleverness!” When this was done, as if he had spent his last drop of energy, his head sank onto the gold pillow, and his face relaxed into a smile. I thought he might suddenly have fallen asleep.

Natty evidently believed so, and leaned toward me across her father’s body. “You know what he means,” she whispered, with an unnecessary candor. “He wants you to find the map of the island, and make the voyage to bring home what remains of the treasure. You might say it is his dying wish.”

A plaintive note came into her voice with this last sentence. I disliked it, for making me understand how palpable were her designs on me. But because I could not easily resist her enthusiasm, I fell back on complaining it was impossible for practical reasons.

“How would I manage?” I asked. “I am too young. I have no ship, and no crew, and no money. It is a hopeless cause.”

Natty was not in the least put out by these objections, but only leaned closer still, until I felt her breath on my face.

“My father has settled it,” she said, then straightened again, as if there were no more to add.

“What do you mean, he has settled it?”

“He has a ship waiting. And a crew. And a captain. He has paid for everything.”

I was astonished to hear this, feeling once again that my future had presumptuously been decided for me.

“All that remains,” Natty added with a smile like a cat, “is for you to give us our destination.”

“Us?” I said.

“I shall come as well,” Natty said. “I shall be my father’s representative.”

I had hoped she might say this, without quite believing she would, and the effect was to turn my discomfiture into something like relief. “Supposing I were to come,” I replied, with a shrug that I hoped would give the impression of indifference, “then I would be my father’s representative. It is the same thing.”

With this I pushed myself to my feet, stepping back from the chaise longue and turning toward the window so that I could debate more clearly with myself. My dilemma was very stark. If I declined to help, I would be asked to leave the Spyglass and would never see Natty again; it would mean I had refused the great adventure of my life. If I accepted, I would betray my father and damage forever my idea of myself.

When faced with a puzzle at previous times in my existence, I had always been able to ask others to help me toward a solution. Now I had to decide for myself—the only other noise in the room was not a human voice, but a curious soft snapping that came from Spot in his cage, as though he were swallowing flies.

I ignored this as best I could and kept my back turned, staring at the panorama of the city below—the Tower with the dark door of Traitors’ Gate looming above the waterline; the great dome of St. Paul’s floating above higgledy-piggledy streets; and the river rolling through everything, gathering its strength to the east and disappearing past Rotherhithe toward my home and the open sea beyond. Just as I had done when first coming into the Spyglass, I thought the wind pressing against the window might as well have been blowing against my face; the creak of the timbers might as well have been a ship’s deck beneath my feet.

Without taking my eyes off the scene before me, I gave Mr. Silver and Natty my answer.


6
The Woman of Color

AFTER I HAD given my decision, which made me a traitor and free in the same breath, I expected Mr. Silver to stretch out his arms and once again embrace me as a son. But his only response was to open his milky eyes, turn toward Natty as though he could really see her, and give an inward sort of smile. I understood this to mean: “We never doubted him, did we?”

Natty brushed his hand with her own, then came to stand beside me at the window. With the light now falling on her more directly, I noticed a fine dew of sweat sugaring her nose and top lip. It was a strange comfort to feel I had given her more anxiety than she could admit.

“My father is very pleased,” she told me in a soft undervoice. “You will see him again when we return with the map. But now we should leave him to rest—we have tired him.”

I wanted to remonstrate with her, saying something to the effect that I had been wrestling with a greater difficulty than either of them knew, and deserved some consolation myself. But I reckoned this might sound heartless. Besides, the news that Natty would return with me to the Hispaniola had softened all my other considerations.

“When do we leave?” I asked, trying to sound matter-of-fact.

“Now,” she said. “To get there before sunset.”

“No,” I explained, “when do we leave for the island?”

“Oh,” she said airily. “Tomorrow. The day after tomorrow. Whenever the wind will carry us. Everything is ready.”

“I understood that,” I told her. “But is it true he knows the crew? Are they good men? Is the ship a good ship?” I did not ask these questions because I felt troubled by the haste with which I had been swept up; I wanted reassurance that the men chosen by Mr. Silver belonged to the later and more nearly decent part of his life. I needed to know, in fact, that they were not pirates.

Natty seemed to think I was making a fuss about nothing. “Yes, yes,” she replied, with a flap of impatience. “All good men, especially the captain. And a good ship too. There is nothing that need concern us—not in respect of men and sailing, at least.”

“What do you mean?”

Natty put her hand on my arm—I felt its warmth through the cotton of my sleeve. “The world is very wide—that is all I mean. It is full of dangers we cannot predict.”

Instead of alarming me, the admission was a sort of assurance; it reminded me that I could rely on Natty’s honesty, even if her expertise might sometimes be in question. Encouraged by this, I decided to be forthright myself, and said, “Supposing I cannot find the map—or find it but for some reason cannot take it?”

“You will find it,” Natty said, with a curious flat emphasis. “You already know where it is, and know you will take it. It is the only way for us.”

With that she let her hand drop, and suddenly became brisk and amused. “We had best be on our way,” she said, tipping her head backward to include me in the joke.

“What?” I asked her. “What is it?”

Natty would not answer, but quickly crossed the room and said good-bye to Spot by tingling her fingernail across the bars of his cage and then to her father by kissing his forehead, which she did with her eyes tight shut.

The old man barely stirred. I took this to mean he was finally asleep—and then as Natty stepped away I moved into her place to look down at him once more. The crumpled body was like a rag covered in rags; its energy had entirely faded. But when I looked at the face I felt another flutter of fear. Beneath their waxy lids, Mr. Silver’s eyes moved with a bulging energy, as though they were hunting prey, and his thin lips closed and parted to give orders or curses—I could not tell which. I thought if I looked on him for more than a few moments, I would begin to hatch ideas I had never previously dared to imagine.

This confusion vanished—or rather, changed its character—when Natty ushered me away, and led me down two or three flights of stairs, and I began to hear the same singing that I had noticed before, on our climb toward Mr. Silver’s room. The voice sounded softer now, and had a more definite wistfulness.


Mary’s son, the King in Heaven above,

Has taken me for wife and made me his;

My song has told the rapture of his love,

My heart has burst the gates of Paradise.



When we reached the door where this singing was loudest, Natty paused and knocked—which produced a rapid scuffling sound and then, as the door slowly opened, the sight of a large Negro woman. She was some sixty years old, with long gray hair wound tightly into braids, and wore a white dress that included so many petticoats and whatnot, she might as well have been enveloped in a cloud. Her face showed flickers of the light that must once have shone from her, but was now too heavy to be called beautiful.

“My mother,” said Natty, with an ironical bow that proved she thought her relation was ridiculous, or at least strange. In fact I felt nothing but curiosity. This was the same woman of color who had appeared in my father’s stories—the woman with whom Mr. Silver had shared his early life in Bristol, and to whom he had evidently returned following his exile in Spanish America. Like her husband, she was a fable come to life.

Mrs. Silver stared at the hand I was offering her to shake, as if such a courtesy were unheard of. Her own right hand was pressed to her bosom, which rose and fell very quickly. When I glanced beyond her I understood why. One entire wall of her room was a shrine, a gigantic plate of shimmering metal, into which various hooks and holders had been screwed to support candles. These were all casting their yellow light onto a table where more candles stood—surrounding a complicated silver crucifix, embossed with animals overlapping one another in a writhing dance. Mrs. Silver had been at her prayers, and was breathless because she had been prostrate in front of her altar when we happened to disturb her.

I wondered why Natty had not been more circumspect. The explanation came when Mrs. Silver recovered her composure and finally grasped my hands in both her own—which were peculiarly warm and moist. She did not consider us to be intruders, and never would have done; she seemed as uncomplicated in her friendliness as her husband was devious.

“Master Jim!” she exclaimed, in a rolling West Country voice. “Natty told me you would be here. Come in, my lover, come in”—and before I even had the chance to hesitate, she clamped one heavy arm around my shoulder, the other around Natty, then swept us across the room to an ancient settle, where we sank in a single swooping collapse as though glued together, and listened to her talk.

Barbados (where she had been born); harbors; sea sailing; tuna fish; salt; bunks; disagreeable biscuits; storms; phosphorescence; starlight; sunshine; following winds; the smell of vegetation; the River Severn; and the great old port of Bristol were all subjects she touched on, and then abandoned, as she ferried us with her from her native land to her first home in England with her young husband. His subsequent journey to Treasure Island she passed over, except to say it was “a cruise” that left her alone for longer than she expected, but had allowed her to take on the management of the Spyglass. Since her husband’s return, she wanted me to believe, they had worked quietly and happily together, blessed by the arrival of our angel (here our shoulders were given a terrific squeeze)—although now their existence was overshadowed by her husband’s ill health.

As this sad subject came into view, Mrs. Silver redoubled her efforts to be cheerful. “Thanks to Jesus,” she declared, or I should say sang, for she drew out the name of her Savior into a long steady note. “Thanks to Jesus we are still able to count our blessings, and look forward to greater ones in the time that remains to us.”

This speech had taken several minutes to complete, and for most of this time I kept my gaze fixed on the altar in front of me. I could see now that it had been cleverly made to create a wholly irregular surface, which reflected the candlelight at unpredictable angles. Because thick curtains blinded every window in the room, and the other walls were hung with dark shawls and drapes of various kinds, she had created an impression of unusually concentrated devotion—and also of considerable danger, since the slightest gust of wind would certainly fan one of the many flames and set everything on fire.

This possibility meant I kept very still. Mrs. Silver, by contrast, quivered and shook and fluttered while she spoke, and gradually convinced me that she resembled everything around her, and the altar especially, in blending rapture with recklessness. The longer I reflected on this, the more uncomfortable I became. My original response to her had been a kind of relief after the strangeness of her husband. Then I had felt puzzled that two such different people might actually be man and wife. This in turn had led me to speculate that her amiability was in fact a sort of tyranny: her story was designed to entertain us, but also to assert her control. The possibility had become more and more convincing as she continued talking, with the weight of her arms across our shoulders steadily increasing, and her grip steadily tightening, so that by the end we were more nearly her prisoners than her audience.

For Natty, who must have heard her mother’s speeches countless times before, the detention would have been especially tedious. So I supposed, at any rate—and as her mother began another long paragraph of thanks to Jesus for blessings past, present and to come, I decided that I must bring our captivity to an end.

“Mrs. Silver,” I said loudly, wriggling away from her and jumping to my feet. “Natty and I have something to do, which we must begin immediately.”

The effect of my announcement was instantaneous, and much more powerful than I had expected. All the buoyancy that had filled Mrs. Silver, all the bounce and assertion, escaped like air from a balloon.

“Something to do?” she said weakly, as if flabbergasted.

“It is a task,” I told her. “A task your husband has given us.”

A second change now took place in Mrs. Silver, which was like a hardening after the recent deflation. She folded her arms across her bosom, and disappointment stiffened her face. My first thought was: I have annoyed her by interrupting her. But as she began speaking again, I realized at least some of her irritation was directed toward her husband, either because she did not understand his mind, or because she disliked what it contained.

“I know your task, Master Jim; I know your task,” she said, with the singsongy note in her voice now distinctly sinister. “Whether it is God’s will or the devil’s is another matter. Ye are the children of light, and the children of the day: we are not of the night, not of darkness.” Mrs. Silver unfolded her arms and placed her hands upon her knees, before adding with a defiant emphasis and a glare at both of us, “The First Epistle to the Thessalonians, chapter five, verse five.”

At this Natty also rose to her feet and edged away from her mother—glancing uncertainly from me to her and then back again. Mrs. Silver ignored this. “Go to your task then,” she continued. “Go to your task, young man. Come back when it is done and I shall decide whose work you do. And you, young lady”—she darted another look at her daughter, which had nothing of a mother’s love in it, but only jealousy and disdain—“you go with your young man and do your father’s bidding. It is your practice, after all.”

In the agitation of the moment, with candlelight shifting across every surface, it was impossible to see what effect this little tirade had on Natty. Outwardly she remained calm, extending a hand to help her mother stand. But I do not think it was in my imagination that I saw the color of her face deepen, and a strange low fire—more like coals than flames—burn in her eyes.

The blaze continued for a moment, then receded as Mrs. Silver heaved upright. Whether or not she had noticed Natty’s discomfiture, she wanted to end our interview as suddenly as it had begun. Although I had no experience of what it meant to have a mother, this struck me as nothing less than unkind. The rapid changes in the temperature of her mood, and the remorselessness she now showed, might have threatened the happiness of any childhood. When such things combined with the influence of such a husband, they might shipwreck it altogether.

There was no time to dwell on these thoughts, since Mrs. Silver was suddenly all business, shooing at us as if we were chickens, while the folds of her dress quaked and its hems hissed along the floor, which made the candle shadows sway about us even more violently. As she scuttled toward the door there was no word of good-bye, no blessing for our journey, only an absolute determination to see us gone—as though she had just remembered a matter of far greater importance than anything our plans could represent.

My own desire to leave the house was equally powerful; I did not even wait for Natty, but quickly bounded down one flight of stairs, then along the landing past the taproom, then down the last flight and so into the street. Until she caught up with me, I was glad to be alone. In the last few hours I had grown so used to others knowing my future, it was almost shocking to realize I still had the chance to reject everything Mr. Silver had offered. I told myself it would be the easiest thing in the world to melt into a side street, find my way home to the Hispaniola, and ignore any further visits and instructions from the Spyglass.

The easiest thing—but impossible, since all my ties of loyalty to my father, and all my instincts for safety, were as nothing compared to the feelings that now worked against them. To speak plainly: Natty had caught me in a bewitchment far stronger than any of the reasons I had to shun her. The more doubtful I felt about the character of her parents, the more willing I was to think of her as their victim—the prisoner of their wildness and eccentricity. Yet such was her power over me, and my desire to please her, I did not feel inclined to rescue her from her father’s designs—but rather to accept them. I now see my reasoning was casuistic, and I cannot admire it. At the time I was content, since it allowed me to suppose that my betrayal of my own father was not an act of selfishness, but of kindness.

When Natty appeared from the darkness behind me her face was cheerful again: eyes bright, mouth settled into her cat’s smile. Such brave composure confirmed everything I had been thinking. I was not a traitor but a redeemer.


7
Downriver

I SHALL NOT rehearse the details of our return to the Hispaniola, except to say the river, in which the tide had turned, and then turned again, made us labor hard to reach our destination. As we toiled along, with the light of day beginning to fade around us, I felt we were also brought together. By this I do not only mean to acknowledge my willingness to steal the map, but also to show that we needed to combine our efforts, and help one another, in order to complete our purpose. Our oars made untidy splashes as they propelled us through the water; our backs and arms ached. My consolation was to imagine the lights of ships and boats around us (much less numerous than in daytime) winked like partners in our conspiracy. Men and women tramping home along the towpath, heads down and intent on their own purposes, persuaded me that we were invisible to the rest of humanity.

Arduous as they were in certain respects, these circumstances encouraged Natty to speak about her parents more freely than before. As we passed through Rotherhithe, and began to tackle the widening stretch toward Greenwich, she told me that Mr. Silver’s ill health and her mother’s religion, which might easily have united them as patient and nurse, had in fact led them into rather separate existences, him in the crow’s nest of the house, her in the midships. It was Natty who cared for her father, while her mother managed the business of the inn.

At this time in our knowledge of one another, I hesitated to press Natty for more details of her life, since my questions might easily have given hurt when they only meant to show interest. I felt no such reserve in mentioning our adventure—so when I thought we might have exhausted the subject of her father for the time being, I asked, “Supposing we find our island. Supposing we find it, and afterward come home safely and rich. What do you see after that? What do you want?”

I expected a bright reply, but Natty surprised me by speaking very gravely. “I don’t expect to come home,” she said.

“Not come home?” I repeated, looking into the narrow fields that now began to open on either side of us.

“No, never come home.”

“You mean not survive?”

“Oh,” she said, with a weary relaxation, “I expect to survive. I mean not come home to England. You have seen my life here.”

This invited me to make a judgment that might offend her, so I replied evasively. “Both our lives have their frustrations,” I said.

“Mine are more than frustrations,” Natty replied, with the same air of steadiness that characterized all her conversation. “This adventure will allow me some liberty, at least.”

I thought her admission proved she would not mind me speaking more directly. “Does your father know this?” I asked.

“What does my father know of anything? He rambles—you’ve heard him. He knows the past but not the present. Perhaps your father is the same?”

I agreed vigorously with this, and Natty continued.

“He speaks about how he has changed, which is true in certain respects. He is not a pirate anymore. He is a law-abiding gentleman—for as long as he remains in the world. But he cannot change entirely, because he cannot forget the island. He must have that map of yours. He must have the map, and then he must have the silver.”

“Well,” I said, somewhat dully, because my mind was still fixed on practical things. “At least that should mean he has found us a reliable crew.”

Natty nodded, and despite the gathering darkness I saw that her face was flushed—which I thought had more to do with the heat of our talk than the effort of our work. “We shall not have the same experience as our fathers,” she said in a low voice. “I can assure you of that. I have met this crew and their captain. They are all good men—Captain Beamish especially.”

“You know them all?”

“I said I have met them. The hands have all been hired by the captain. He is the only one I know. But I assure you we shall be safe. My father wants his treasure too much to allow it otherwise.”

“But how will he have it, if you do not return to England?” As I asked this question, I already knew how Natty would reply. She would tell me that once she had found the silver she would send it home with this Captain Beamish, then take her life in her own hands and strike off in some other direction.

I could not decide what this meant for me. It was an uncertainty that lay too far beyond other uncertainties. Because I did not want to imagine them yet, I was relieved when Natty did not answer me, but left a pause in which I heard nothing except the sound of our oars biting into the water. My question drifted for a moment on the surface like a leaf, then slipped out of sight.

“Of course,” said Natty, after a while, with a sharp note in her voice that showed she was changing the subject, “I shall not be sailing as myself.”

I looked at her blankly.

“I shall be there,” Natty said. “I shall be with you. But I shall be traveling as a boy. It is my father’s idea—for my safety. Captain Beamish knows me for what I am, but the crew are already convinced that I am Nat.”

“Nat?” I echoed, with a smile.

Natty raised her eyebrows, pretending she was not in the least amused. “I could not possibly go as myself,” she said. “That is what I believe. And what my father believes. Our shipmates would not allow it. And supposing we run into any trouble … It is better this way.”

I assured her that I understood the good sense of what she had decided, but in truth my response was a little more complicated than I allowed. I felt a sort of annoyance at not being consulted, and thereby included, in her decision. I also realized that Natty’s disguise meant no demonstrable affection could possibly develop between us during our journey—although I was so far unwilling to address this idea in any detail.

“Very well,” I said briskly, copying her example. “This evening you are Natty. Tomorrow you are Nat. That is all we need say on the subject. But I have a question that is connected.”

Natty raised one eyebrow in a pretty arch.

“Will the crew know who I am?”

“You mean, will they know you are your father’s true son?”

“Exactly.”

“Only the captain.” Natty paused, then added with the confidence I had come to admire in her, no matter how much it took my consent for granted: “We thought it for the best. The men would only bother you for stories, and you have already said you do not enjoy such things.”

“Very good,” I said, knowing she spoke nothing less than the truth. My reward for this degree of understanding was to see Natty give me her sweetest smile; as it left her, we fell silent to complete the work in hand.

I have said that we reached our destination fairly easily, by which I mean our talk continued fluently enough. In fact we took considerably more time returning than we had done setting out. Perhaps we were tired. More certainly, I was loath to complete the crime I had already begun—partly out of respect for my father, and partly because I feared discovery. In any event: by the time we were past Greenwich (which was about nine o’clock, if the churches of that village could be relied upon), and beginning the last slow sweeps of the river that I recognized as the beginning of home, the moon had climbed into the sky, and the first stars were gleaming above the marshes.

Because I knew my father would be serving his customers until midnight, and was therefore likely to notice my arrival, or have it reported to him, Natty and I had no choice except to lie up in secret for a while. I therefore suggested we pull into a creek some distance away from the Hispaniola, and wait until the inn was quiet. The place we found was a water-alley that several seagulls had already chosen for their roost; they complained very loudly as the nose of the Spyglass turned out of the main river and drove them away.

Once this hubbub had died down, it was replaced by the sound of a million oozings and bubblings that were the ordinary conversations of the marsh. This was comforting for me, because it was the sound of the earth itself; yet it could not help but remind me of everything I was about to offend. I tried to ease these guilty feelings by keeping up a constant flow of chat with Natty—in whispers, of course, so the sense of conspiracy was never far away.

Our talk led us from earliest memories (avoiding the subject of mothers and fathers); to schooldays; to the difficulties of the Latin language; to hopes (of happiness); to fears (of worms for her, and of more abstract things, such as failure, for me); to birthdays; to foods liked (beef) and disliked (hard biscuit); to the stars and moon, which shone so brightly above us it might have been the door to another world, made entirely of light; to schooldays again and the teachers we had most enjoyed; to books (where Natty would not follow me, calling them dull); and so on. Occasionally a bird would approach, take fright, and clatter away again. For the most part the river was deserted—although now and again quiet barges sailed past, with lamps fore and aft, their sails and hulls a beautiful soft charcoal color. The water lapping against their prows was like the noise of sleep itself. All these things helped to control my sadness. Had the air not grown steadily colder, I believe we would eventually have closed our eyes and leaned together, then resumed our gossip when the dawn broke.

I calculated that midnight had already gone when the last of my father’s customers staggered out from the Hispaniola and home along the towpath. We knew this because we heard a tipsy farewell, and a few bars of his disappearing song.


Good night, my sweet ladies, goodnight, my dear friends,

The moonlight shows clearly where this journey ends—

In sleep and in dreaming of countries not seen,

Where loving is easy and no man has been.



A profound silence succeeded the fading of this ditty—swelling through the emptiness like a wave of black water. Yet instead of drowning me, the effect was to splash me awake, so that suddenly all my senses revived, and my brain concentrated. Everything I had previously done—all my book learning, and in particular my time studying the creatures of the world—appeared to me like a preparation for this moment. I had no need for Natty to wish me good luck. After I had waited a few minutes more, in which I imagined my father taking himself upstairs and falling asleep, I merely touched her on the shoulder and climbed out of the boat. She, in return, said nothing I might have taken with me as comfort—except what I most wanted: “I shall stay here.”

It is the strangest thing, to stand outside a childhood home and feel unknown to it. In my own case, the sense of division was all the more shocking after the last few hours, in which Natty and I had entertained ourselves with the history of our past lives. When I slipped in through the side door of the house, its familiar curly handle and the squeak of the latch were merely cold facts.

This feeling of strangeness deepened as I stepped further indoors. The pale stone counter in the taproom, daubed with moonlight; the larder door with its metal grill in the central panel; the worn-away hollow in the red bricks of the threshold to the hallway: these were suddenly objects of curiosity, and not the fabric of my existence. I moved on—floated on, I should say, since I felt no more substantial than a wraith from the marshes. Up the narrow stairs. Along the corridor where the faces of huntsmen and hounds and horses regarded me impassively. Down the three steps of which the middle must be avoided because it would creak if stepped on. And here was the door to my father’s room—left ajar—and the sound of his snores rising like bubbles through mud. These would have directed me to my father’s bedside even without the help of a lantern, which he had left guttering on the floor beside his shoes, and which I now silently retrieved.

As I lifted up this light, a fresh sense of trespass poured through me, because I could not recall the last time I had entered my father’s room. When I had been a child, no doubt, woken by a bad dream and stumbling for comfort. My exile at school in Enfield had brought an end to such visits, not by eradicating the need for them, but by creating a coolness between my father and myself. This grew steadily whenever we lived together during my holidays. He had his work in the taproom, and I had my life on the marshes, and my habits of botanizing and collecting. By the time my school days had ended, and I had become a daily servant in the taproom, my body remained in the Hispaniola but my mind was elsewhere.

For these reasons, I now found myself looking around his room as inquisitively as a stranger, very grateful for the glow of my candle. My first thought was: my father kept his possessions remarkably neat and tidy. The shirt and trousers he had been wearing that day were folded on a wooden bench, ready to be put on again tomorrow. The single picture on his walls—the sketch of a working vessel entering an estuary under full sail—was hung exactly above the Windsor chair, in which he evidently sat to look through his window at traffic on the river below. A pitcher and ewer stood on a marble-topped table in one corner, their whiteness strengthening the lantern light. All perfectly orderly, all perfectly settled. Like a ship’s cabin, I thought, and not just because I was thinking about the low roof above my head. In a part of my mind, I was already on the high seas.

At the foot of his bed, standing square and black, and locked with a most ingenious-looking and ancient device, was the chest I had come to open. The chest that had long ago been trundled into the Admiral Benbow with Billy Bones, and had remained there when Billy Bones went to meet his Maker—for my father to redeem when he returned from Treasure Island. In my own childhood, I had been encouraged to venerate this object as though it contained relics that made the grave cloths of our Savior as insignificant as kitchen rags. But in truth it had not been so much the contents that attracted my attention as the thing itself. Running my small hands over its pitted planks, touching the scars in its iron bands, and the initial B burned on the top of it with a hot iron, I felt that I could trace the exact course and drama of the stories my father told me, with a far greater sense of conviction than any of his words engendered. The cannon-smoke of battle still hung around it, along with the gleam of blades, the blood of wicked men, and the glamour of their feuds. When I reached it now, I set down my lantern on the floor and laid my hands flat on the domed lid as if expecting something like human warmth to pass into my fingers.

I felt nothing but dust and cold—which my father also seemed to think was disappointing, for he suddenly stirred in his sleep, broke off snoring to open and shut his mouth with a succession of loud smacking noises, then resumed his dream. In the course of this disturbance, as his head rolled on the pillow, I saw around his neck the dark string on which was tied the key to the chest.

Up to this point in my raid, I had told myself that if my father were to wake, I would say that I had come to bid him goodnight, and report myself safely returned from my visit to London. But as I crept forward, and the night winds pressed more loudly around the house, sending unexpected creaks through its timbers, I felt the weight of my actions more heavily. I was about to reach the point where my excuses would run out. The point where I turned from being a prodigal returning, into a prodigal departing.

So gravely did this thought strike me, I came to a dead halt and stood regarding my father for a full minute, as he lay softly illuminated in his unconsciousness. I examined his face and the hair thinning across his scalp. I saw his lips shake loosely as his breath came in and out. I studied the folds and ridges of his ears, and their long lobes, as if I were poring over a trophy I had brought from the marshes to add to my cabinet of curiosities.

This was my father. My father, who as a boy had enjoyed a greater adventure than any I thought possible in my own life. My father, who had never lifted a hand against me. My father, who had offered me advantages of schooling and suchlike that he had never known himself. My father, who had kept honorable the memory of my mother. My father, who had raised me in his loneliness, and whose only fault had been to expect hard work and too much loyalty. No doubt if he had not done so, I would have said he was ignoring me! I can honestly say that I had never loved him more than I did in the moment before I betrayed him.

This might explain why, as my fingers set about the work they were required to do, they appeared not to belong to me but to a stranger who had taken possession of my body. Mercifully, they did not have to be busy for long—because my father was now lying flat on his back, his nightshirt open at the throat, with the string loose around his neck and the key sunk into his right armpit, where it lay half-buried in damp black hairs. Gently I teased it out. Tenderly I felt along the string, which seemed gilded in the yellow lantern light and was warm with the heat of his body. Gladly I found the knot. Deftly I picked at the knot to loosen it …

And failed. The knot was pulled tight and, having been left undisturbed for many years, had hardened into a solid mass. I knew what I must do next. I also knew that if I delayed for a moment longer I would be overwhelmed by fear, and lose my capacity. It was at this moment the thought of Natty burst into my mind—how the night would be sighing around her, how she would scorn me if I returned to the Spyglass empty-handed. So vividly did she appear to me, in fact, it might almost have been her head that I slid my hand beneath, and lifted. It might also have been her warm throat I brushed with my palm, as I reached for the string and drew it upward, gripping the key between my thumb and forefinger.

In the middle of this operation my father appeared to stop breathing for a moment, opening his eyes wide and staring directly at me. I stood still, returning his gaze. But whereas my eyes were able to understand what they saw, his were blind—or fixed on some object that lay inside me. For a moment I also held my breath, with the uncomfortable sensation that I was being searched and found wanting. It was the crisis of my visit. I understood that if I dropped the key now, I could return to my old ways. Alternatively, I could proceed—into adventure and danger.

I do not need to say how I decided, or how quickly I finished my work. As my father closed his eyes again, I slipped the string over his head (which I then laid back gently on the pillow) and stepped away until I was able to crouch down beside the sea chest. Thanks to the lantern, my work was much easier than it would otherwise have been.

To my surprise, the key entered the lock very smoothly and also turned very easily, with a pleasant heavy click that told me my father had often used it himself, for reasons I did not want to consider—they would have made its contents seem more important to him. The lid opened with an almost silent sigh, and released a faint whiff of tobacco and tar as it rested against the end of the bed. I bent forward as though I were peering into a well, and might at any moment lose my footing and fall headlong.

Mementos that we collect in the course of our existence are bound to have a value for ourselves that is unaccountable to others. So it was in my father’s treasure chest. Among the objects that I found, and held to the lantern so that I could see them clearly, were a quadrant; a tin canikin; several sticks of tobacco; an old Spanish watch; a pair of compasses mounted on brass; five or six curious West Indian shells; a leather pouch holding coins (which I assumed to be the residue of his share from the island); a loop of brown hair, braided and coiled; a green eyeshade; assorted notebooks, which were filled with columns of numbers, and must have been the business accounts of the Hispaniola; several articles of clothing, including a gray shawl and a pair of matching gloves; another small pouch containing three or four milk teeth; a very handy pistol with a label attached to it, on which a childish hand had written “the weapon used to dispatch Israel Hands”; a sealed envelope on which was written, in the same hand, “the Black Spot, as given to Billy Bones by Blind Pew: do not open”; several newspapers as frail as cobwebs; an empty scabbard; the large fang of a creature, on which had been scratched the image of a ship; and, where I expected it to be, at the very bottom of the chest, a small satchel made of green silk. This had a strap of braided string attached, so that it could be worn around the neck as handily as my father’s key, and was held shut by a ribbon tied in a neat bow.

I immediately guessed this satchel would contain what I had come for—and I was not disappointed. Indeed, when I lifted the satchel closer to my face, and touched the ribbon that held it shut, the material crumbled into dust, and the sheet of yellow paper inside seemed actually to give itself into my hands, rather than requiring me to remove it. I hurriedly knelt down and held this sheet toward the lantern. As I remember it now, it seems extraordinary that I did not fear my father would awake at any moment, and call me a traitor. But I did not. My good sense, like my conscience, had been entirely consumed by curiosity.

The map had evidently been very often folded and unfolded in years gone by, and was grimy with the print of many hands. Yet it was still strong, and the drawing sharp. The island was about nine miles long by five across, and had two fine harbors, and a hill in the center marked “the Spyglass.” There were several additions that appeared to be of a later date; but, above all, three crosses of red ink—two in the north part of the island, one in the southwest, and, besides this last, in the same red ink, and in a small neat hand, very different from the tottery characters elsewhere, these words: “Bulk of treasure here.” Over on the back, the same hand had written the further information:


Tall tree. Spyglass shoulder, bearing a point to the N of NNE

Skeleton Island ESE and by E.

Ten feet.

The bar silver is in the north cache; you can find it by the bend of the east hummock, ten fathoms south of the black crag with the face on it.

The arms are easy found, in the sand-hill, N point of north inlet cape, bearing E and a quarter of N.

J. F.



My head dropped as I reached the end of these words, and for a moment the map seemed to swim before me. Then, with a strange slowness, as though the air around me had suddenly become dense as water, I raised the map toward me again and my eyes roved to the topmost edge of the sheet. I found what I wanted. A statement of longitude and latitude, which was branded on my brain in an instant, but shall never be repeated. My relief was so intense I think I may actually have gasped aloud. But it would have been a gasp that faded quickly into a smile, as I noticed the artist had taken the trouble to underline his information with irregular blue lines, as a child might do to indicate the waves of the sea.

The fascination of all this was so immediate I might as well have been holding a page of the Gospels. The map was a sacred thing—a source of primitive knowledge that had been mentioned time and again throughout my childhood, but always kept out of reach. My father and everything in his room fell absolutely quiet as I gazed on it. At the same time, a sensation crept out of the document and passed into my hand, and I could not tell whether it was like weakness or strength. My hand trembled yet felt strong as iron. Still wondering at this contradiction, I folded the map, replaced it in the satchel, slipped the braided strap around my neck, tucked the satchel inside my shirt, then set about returning everything to the chest as quietly as possible, and in the original order, so that my father would not know the contents had been ransacked.

When this was done, and the chest was locked again, I tiptoed back to my father’s bedside and once more lifted his head from the pillow, so that I could restore the key to its place around his neck. Often in my childhood I had silently condemned my father for sending himself drunk to bed. On this occasion I thanked him for it very profusely—although in total silence: his only response to my interference was to give an especially loud snore. When everything was settled again, I stared down at him for the last time.

In spite of all the recent disturbances, he seemed to have moved into a different chamber of sleep, and now lay more deeply below the current of the world than when I had first come into his room. His forehead was smoothed clear of trouble. His jaw was set as if nerved for a long journey. “Good-bye, Father,” I heard myself say—which I had not planned to do. The words fell on him as lightly as snow and he did not feel them.

I returned the lantern to its place beside his shoes, and left the room quickly without looking back. I had not expected such sadness to be a part of my leave-taking, but now I felt it, I could not ignore it; it meant that when I came downstairs I paused in the taproom and wrote my father a message. Using the slate he kept to remember orders of food and drink (and wiping those away), I wrote that I was resolved to make a journey, as he had done when he was my age, and that I would be home again later in the year. I said nothing about the map, nothing about my destination, and nothing about my companion and her ancestry. In this way I both confessed and dissembled. When I was finished, I left the words basking in the moonlight.

It was the work of a minute to cross the marsh again, and find the creek where Natty was waiting. As I stepped into the Spyglass and sat down beside her, she looked into my face without speaking, saw my expression, then put her arms around me. It was the first time we had embraced, and the warmth of her body, with its faint scent of sweat, almost overwhelmed me. I hardly had the wit to notice she did not mention the map—and I was grateful she did not. In fact we did not speak at all. We let one another go, took an oar each, and rowed into the river, then a mile toward London. There we tethered our boat to a jetty and slept until morning. When the sun rose we continued our journey, with my treasure still hidden inside my shirt.


8
Reading the Map

MY FATHER ADVISED me never to pick over the reasons for a decision once it has been taken. As a young boy I thought this meant he always knew his own mind. By the time I left for Treasure Island, I had come to believe he preferred not to look at past mistakes.

Perhaps this change of opinion proved nothing except the doubt I felt about my own behavior. Certainly, when I woke head-to-toe with Natty in the Spyglass, and lifted my head to inspect the marshes warming in the early sun, I imagined that each mist-wraith I saw wandering across them had come to accuse me. The whole shimmering panorama spoke directly to my moral sense—and I clutched nervously at the satchel inside my shirt, where I found the map safe enough.

When a fuller consciousness returned, I realized not even a whole army of accusers could now force me to return my prize to the sea chest from which I had stolen it. Accepting this, I also understood that henceforth I would do better to keep looking forward, contemplating my future, rather than sneaking guilty glances over my shoulder. I therefore made a silent promise that in due course I would return to my father with a share of whatever I brought home from my adventure, but—until that time—think of him no more than was absolutely necessary. How well I succeeded in this endeavor will appear in the pages following.

The moment Natty awoke she gave a wide yawn that showed the pink inside of her mouth, and wiped her hands over her face. She then looked at me very boldly, as though refuting any accusation of having slept at all.

Because this was our first experience of beginning a day together, we were shy of one another, and spent the next few moments in silence. But after we had splashed the Thames over our faces, reassured ourselves the tide was running in the direction we wished to proceed, rowed away from our mooring, traveled a mile or two upstream, eaten our breakfast at one of the inns that offered food to sailors and bargees and suchlike, and settled our plan for the day, we were comfortable again.

The rest of our journey unfolded very easily. The strong propulsion of the river carried us swiftly back to Wapping. We safely escaped the traffic of merchant ships and barges to find a mooring where we wanted. We happily scrambled ashore and found a lane that led us directly to the Spyglass inn. The creaks and whispers of that building swept us rapidly up the stairs toward Mr. Silver. By this time it was midday, and the haze of morning had long since burned away, leaving the sky as blue as a blackbird’s egg; when I opened the door, I was once again so dazzled by light from its large window, I actually shielded my eyes as if I were staring into the sun itself.

Our host began speaking to me immediately, calling out my name in a high, imperious whisper: “Jim! Jim!” I could not see him yet, being still blinded, but it was obvious from the direction of his voice that Mr. Silver’s chaise longue had been moved into a different position since my last visit, and was now alongside the window. The change was a trifling thing, but enough to shake my confidence that I knew what to expect from my host.

Indeed, when I had lowered my hand and blinked a few times, I saw Mr. Silver was leaning so far toward me he had almost fallen onto the floor. Natty moved quickly to his side, and knelt to straighten him; his only response was to batter her lightly with feeble hands. Spot did not like being passed over by his mistress in this way, and began calling his name very angrily from his cage on the table, which convinced me that I should intervene. I went over to run my finger along his bars—whereupon he spluttered like an ancient and outraged gentleman, then fell silent.

Now Mr. Silver was settled again, he began hissing at his daughter. “Do you have it? Do you have it?”

“We have it, Father,” she interrupted. “We have it safe.” As she said this, she beckoned for me to stand beside her. Mr. Silver was wearing the same blue sailor’s coat and ragged trousers as yesterday, although his face was even more collapsed, if such a thing were possible. It was extraordinary to remember that my father had described him as looking “like a ham.”

“Let me see it,” he whispered, rolling his eyes feverishly to and fro in their sockets. “Let me hold it in my hands again.”

I glanced at Natty, searching her face for a sign of what I should do, and again she acted for me, indicating that I should take the map from its hiding place. It occurred to me as I did so that this would be the first time she had seen it herself. Whatever excitement she felt was well concealed, which I thought was proof of her trust in me.

While I began to undo my shirt, Mr. Silver clawed the air as he had done during our previous visit. “And what of yourself, Father,” Natty said gently, ignoring this. “What of yourself?”

The old man did not reply. He merely clenched up his face like a fist so that all his wrinkles were emphasized, and looked at her with disdain. Natty affected not to notice, and ran her hand over his forehead. There was nothing more than goodness in the gesture, which was a relief to see, but Spot evidently suspected otherwise. As her hand pulled back again, the bird hopped from the floor of his cage onto his perch and clung there with his bright yellow feet, rocking backward and forward. “Leave me alone! Leave me alone!” he shouted, with enough defiance to keep us all still for a moment.

“I have it here, Mr. Silver.”

It was my voice that spoke now, and my hands that were holding out the map. I had already unfolded it, which meant I was seeing it in daylight for the first time. The underlinings appeared even more childish than when I had glanced at them in my father’s room. Yet the names—the names and the rusty cross-marks—held such extraordinary power, the air seemed to shiver around me.

Mr. Silver did nothing for a moment except stare, his milky eyes narrowing with an effort of concentration, his brow tightening, and his head lifting an inch or two from the pillow.

“Give it to me,” he said. “I need to be sure.” His voice was very thin and scratchy, but had a note of command that Captain Flint himself would have obeyed. When I did as he ordered, he laid hold of the paper with great delicacy, as if he feared that it might melt between his fingers. When he had stroked it a few times, and reassured himself of its robustness, he raised it close to his face and breathed in two or three times very deeply.

“Do you smell it, boy?” he asked in a much quieter voice, when he had allowed his head to sink back onto the pillow again. “And you, my girl, do you smell it? The sea and the earth and all that in them is!”

Neither of us answered, but we watched in amazement as he returned to touching all over the map with his finger ends. To and fro they wandered, to and fro, as though he had transported himself from his bed and was in fact strolling around the coves of the island, exploring its valleys and forests, drinking from its streams and hauling himself up its hillsides. Eventually he settled on the words bar silver and seemed to pluck at them, teasing them upright. When he had satisfied himself in this way, he caressed the whole surface of the map with a most lingering fondness, which made the snake tattoo writhe along his arm. Next he performed the same action with his face, sliding the paper backward and forward across his white bristles, over his nose and forehead. Finally he held it to his lips, and puckered them into a tender kiss.

It was a revolting performance, as well as a spellbinding one, and by the end of it Mr. Silver’s mouth had filled with saliva, so that he had to swallow not once but twice. Natty took this to be a sign that she should bring things to a close, perhaps fearing for his health. She therefore leaned forward and prized the map from between his fingers, all the time murmuring, “There, there, Father; we will take it back now. There, there.”

When she had returned the paper to my safe keeping, Natty sat down on the chaise longue beside her father and took both his hands in her own. “Listen to me,” she said, in the voice of sweet reason. “We have come to show you the map, and now you have seen it. We have also come to say good-bye to you. You know what we must do. We must begin our journey. Will you give us your blessing, and say you look forward to our safe return?”

“My blessing? Why of course you have my blessing,” said Mr. Silver; his voice was very quiet, as if he were speaking in a church. “You have my blessing and my prayers—my prayers for your safe return, and your success.” He drew out the last word so that it sounded like a serpent’s hiss, then collected himself, which showed he was about to say something he wanted us to remember. It was this: “Your success will be the end of everything. It will set me free. It will set all of us free. Bring me the silver and I will be able to die.”

“Hush, hush, you must not say that,” Natty told him quickly, but her father would not respond, except by tightening his jaw.

This made an awkwardness in the room, which I felt I must end for Natty’s sake. “Before we set sail,” I said, “I have a request. I was not able to say good-bye to my own father—for reasons you will understand. Can I ask you: will you give me a memory of him that I might have instead?”

I thought Mr. Silver would ignore my request or brush it aside, so contemptuous was the expression on his face. But as the words sank into his brain they exerted a most curious influence. His eyes widened, his features relaxed, and a smile spread through him that was as warm as sunlight. It gave me a glimpse of the sweetness my father had witnessed many years earlier—the sweetness that was always false, and expedient.

“Jim!” he said, as though suddenly astonished. “Dear boy! You saved my life and you kept your word. We were two of a kind. We wanted to save our skins and get rich, didn’t we lad? Liberty and riches, they were the things.”

These were sentiments I had heard before, at our first meeting, but now they were uttered with a deeper sense of recognition. And my response to them was the more uncertain, because although I understood that Mr. Silver was speaking of my father, I could not help gaining the impression that he thought of me as his own child.

This was not the memory I had requested, but it gave me a reassurance about the journey that was very welcome—at the same time as it troubled me.

So welcome, in fact, and so troubling, that for a moment I stood quite still and felt nonplussed. When I was able to move again I surprised even myself. I stepped forward and kissed the crown of the old man’s head; it was a thing I had neglected to do when leaving my own father a few hours earlier, for fear of waking him. The threads of white hair felt ticklish against my lips and the skin very tight.

“You are a good boy, Jim,” he murmured as I straightened again. “You are a good boy and you must take care of Natty. You must …”

But the voice cracked as he spoke, so whatever he intended to say was lost. Instead, and with an awkward gulp, he lurched out to grasp his daughter’s left hand and my right, holding them together in the grip of his claws and shaking them slowly up and down.

With the light pouring over us, and the wind pressing against the window, and the immense silent pageant of London and its river spread out below, it was a moment of the most complex solemnity. A wedding and a farewell at once. And when it was finished, Mr. Silver threw our hands into the air, making us understand that he was sending us on our way, and if we stayed any longer we would offend him.

It was a sudden conclusion, although no doubt for the best. It allowed Natty the dignity of seeming trustworthy to her father, and us both the privilege of feeling united in a common purpose. I waited a moment while Natty once more laid her hand on her father’s brow, closing her eyes as she did so—as if, by a great effort of concentration, she could absorb all the knowledge preserved inside his skull. Then she moved swiftly to collect Spot (who was now settled more calmly on his perch) before joining me again.

We walked slowly backward out of the room as if departing from royalty, and kept our eyes fixed on Mr. Silver for as long as possible. He never stirred—except, as the door closed, to lift one long hand and so repeat the blessing we had asked for.
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The Silver Nightingale

AS I LOOK back today from the vantage point of my later age, I am astonished that so much remained unsaid during our final interview with Mr. Silver. Very little about my father. Next to nothing about the adventure they had shared. Nothing whatsoever about their later lives. Our haste in setting sail was partly to blame for this—and also my reluctance to ask questions, having already heard so many answers at home. The main reason, however, was my youth. I showed insufficient curiosity about the means of arriving in a particular situation, and excessive concentration on the situation itself, and my importance in it.

I was equally complacent about the preparations for our journey. In fact, as I followed Natty downstairs from her father, I had the same expectations of removing immediately to our ship that a gentleman might feel on leaving his house for his carriage—except I did not have any of my own possessions for the voyage. When I asked Natty whether we should fill a trunk with things we might share, she brushed me aside: her father had sent ahead with everything we could possibly need. What about her mother then? Should we not say good-bye to her? Natty frowned as if dismissing the idea, then changed her mind and led us to the taproom of the Spyglass.

Unusually for such an establishment, this was on the first floor of the building, as though to escape any floods that might occur—as well as other kinds of unwelcome visitation. When I opened the door, I found a low-ceilinged, smoke-filled den where everything was brown as a kipper: chairs, tables, floorboards, hands and faces. The ebb and flow of talk, which broke occasionally into arguments or laughter, filled my head with memories of home. But to say this was my chief impression would be to underestimate Mrs. Silver. While we made our way among the customers (who were a very rough crew bundled up in old sailors’ coats, with pipes fuming in their mouths and neckerchiefs pulled around their ears), she rose from behind a trestle table that filled one end of the room. Her face flushed a deeper mahogany with the effort of standing, and she spread her arms wide.

“My children!” she exclaimed, so loudly that everyone around her fell silent; I noticed especially one lanky fellow who seemed fiercer than the rest because a part of his right ear was missing—sliced off, I supposed, in a sword fight. He flicked a glance in my direction, then chewed his quid with an insulting slowness and spat on the floor before sinking back into his chair.

Natty and I stood as still as truants brought to book. This only encouraged Mrs. Silver, who now shook her arms and fiddled her fingers in the air. “My children,” she said again, “come to me”—and she folded us strongly to her bosom. A sigh rose from our audience, accompanied by the banging of tankards on tabletops.

“My brave children,” Mrs. Silver continued in a quieter voice. “The Lord has told me what brings you here. You have come to bid farewell to your mother, and then to leave these shores in the pursuit of your fortune. ‘We must appear before the judgment seat of Christ; that everyone may receive the things done in his body, according to that he hath done, whether it be good or bad.’ The Lord has told me this. And the Lord has told me that he is satisfied. I therefore give you my blessing and let you go. Be gone! Be gone! Find your happiness and, when you are ready, return with proof of it to your mother.”

Any objection that I might have made—to the effect, for instance, that she was not my mother—would have been futile. I was clasped too close to do more than nod my head, which was in effect to rub it against her skin.

Natty was making more vigorous attempts to escape, which I knew because I heard Spot’s cage clanking in her hand, and the bird himself give a raucous shout: “Hold steady, my hearties!”

“Thank you, Mother,” Natty said when she had regained her freedom, sounding very relieved. This was a cue for Mrs. Silver to weaken her grip on me, at which I also sprang back, breathing much faster than usual. When I looked around to get my bearings, I saw our audience in the taproom had already begun talking among themselves again—all except for the lanky man I had noticed earlier, who was now slipping toward the stairs that led onto the street, taking his mangled ear with him.

“We will be very glad of your prayers,” Natty was saying. “We will remember you in our own, and often think of you.”

Few as they were, and softly spoken, I heard in these words what I supposed was the whole history of Natty’s feelings for her mother. There was enough courtesy to show gratitude, but also a coldness, which reflected the lack of warmth she must have known all her life.

As if proving the point, Mrs. Silver then closed the scene very abruptly. She waved her hands at us again—this time ushering us away—and busied herself with her customers, filling their tankards and laughing with them even before we had turned our backs. It made me impatient to be gone, but I was delayed another minute by noticing something I might have seen sooner, had I not been so distracted.

Set on a wide shelf above the lintel, and arranged in a large glass case with its wings outspread, was a magnificent parrot. The wings and body were brilliant green—green as spring grass—shading to soft yellow along the belly, from which protruded two extremely wrinkled black legs that ended in talons of a prodigious size. These grasped a fragment of mossy log, behind which rose a background of leaves to represent a portion of jungle.

The eyes of this marvelous creature were made of glass and seemed very malevolent—as did the beak, which was open to speak or bite, and was exceptionally thick, so that its layers of nail appeared separately toward the edge, like levels of rock along a coast. It was a weapon that could easily have taken a lump as large as a chicken’s egg from any man’s arm.

“Captain Flint,” whispered Natty.

“The Captain Flint?”

“The very same. Two hundred years old if a day, when your father met him. Parrots live forever, mostly.” Natty paused to let me admire this interesting fact, then continued. “The same Captain Flint who sailed with the great Captain England, the pirate. Captain Flint who was at Madagascar, and the Malabar, and Surinam, and Providence, and Portobello. Captain Flint who was at the fishing-up of the wrecked plate ships—that’s where she learned ‘Pieces of eight!’: three hundred and fifty thousand of them!”

Because of the eagerness with which she told this brief history, I might easily have thought Natty felt some affection for the bird. But I noticed that all the time she spoke, she kept her fists clenched tight—as if she were fired more by anger than fondness. For my own part, I could only repeat the name to myself in a state of astonishment. In all my father’s stories of Treasure Island, the bird had been a constant presence—perching and fluttering on Mr. Silver’s shoulder, and shrieking his dreadful cry. “Pieces of eight!” He had become as vivid to me as Israel Hands himself, or Blind Pew, or any of the rest of the buccaneers.

“Will he pray for us, do you think?” I asked Natty with a sort of smile.

Natty did not reply, but lifted her face and stared into the bird’s unblinking eyes as though daring him to fly through the glass and attack her. It occurred to me that she was remembering times when she had felt these very talons nipping at her flesh, and this very beak. As I considered this, I decided she might in fact be the reason that Captain Flint was inside the case, and not still alive.

Eventually, and still without saying a word, Natty hoisted the cage in which her own bird crouched mutely on his perch, and led me downstairs into the street. Here, instead of heading directly toward our ship, she surprised me by turning into an alley that ran adjacent to the Spyglass, and reentered the building through a side door. I found myself in a dim parlor where the bricks of the floor had been deeply gouged by barrels rumbling across them.

“What now?” I wondered aloud, but Natty would not tell me.

“Wait,” was all she would say. “Wait and look after Spot.”

I did as she told me, but this was evidently not what the bird wanted, since as soon as I took hold of his cage he began calling the command “Stand by to go about; stand by to go about”—while Natty disappeared into a narrow passageway. I had no choice except to remain alone, doing my best to calm the bird by repeating his name in what I hoped was a soothing voice. My efforts seemed only to deepen his dislike of my company.

When Natty returned, it was my turn to be speechless. The young woman who had left a moment ago, with her brown shawl and her plain woolen dress and her short black hair, had come back transformed into a boy with knee-length white linen trousers, a smart blue sailor’s jacket, and a large cocked hat that slumped conveniently low over the forehead and concealed much of the face.

“Nat Silver,” she said, with her usual simplicity. “I don’t believe we have met.”

“How do you do, sir,” I said, recovering myself and giving her my hand to shake. Her own hand felt very slim in my grip. This, combined with the softness of her skin, and the beauty of her face, on which there was not a single whisker but only a faint down, made me certain that her attempt to live in disguise would not go undetected for long. I did not want to say as much, thinking she would be disappointed.

“How old are you, may I ask?” I said, still with a pretend gentility.

“This is not a game,” she replied—and frowned, which made her hat sink still further forward.

“I know that,” I said. “But I must tell you: I think that if you claim to be younger than you are in fact, you might be more credible.”

Natty threw me an irritated glance, then saw that I only meant to make myself useful.

“Sixteen,” she said.

“Too old,” I replied.

“Fifteen, then.”

“Fourteen,” I told her. “Admiral Nelson was at sea by fourteen. I doubt whether he looked any older than you.”

“Very well, fourteen,” she said, after a pause—then rubbed both hands over her face as though to coarsen her cheeks, and cleared her throat to roughen her voice as well. With that, she evidently felt she had taken enough advice, seized Spot’s cage from my hand, and strode outside into the sunlight with a rolling sailor’s gait.

As we dodged westward, along streets that lay parallel to the river, the sight of Natty now looking so gallant and handy prompted me to a question I had not previously liked to ask—though it had been much in my mind. Would we have any protection in the ship, in case we came under attack?

I expected Natty to look down her nose and accuse me of being a coward, so felt relieved when she merely said, “I have asked my father about this.”

“And what did he tell you?”

“He told me we do not live in a barbarous age, and need not fear that kind of danger.”

“You mean there are no arms on board?”

“I did not say that. I believe there are a few. Pistols. Swords.”

Natty’s reticence suggested that she herself thought our supplies might be insufficient, but was not willing to admit her father had given bad advice. I suspected this even more strongly when I heard a note of chiding come into her voice.

“I have told you before, Jim. Captain Beamish is an excellent fellow. My father has settled everything for the boat. He has paid for everything. It is very good of him.”

This made me feel put out. “I did not suggest otherwise,” I told her—although when she did not answer, I knew I should not say any more. Indeed, I felt our adventure was so tainted by my own guilt in stealing the map, I should not quibble with any of the other arrangements, but generally follow where Natty led. I did not even feel it proper to mention that our map showed there were arms buried on the island, since I did not want to strengthen the idea we might need them. I had raised the subject in the first place and now I regretted it; I held my peace.

Perhaps Natty reckoned my silence was a proof of speechless excitement, because we were about to set sail. And I admit: by the time we reached the dockyard I was once again almost tongue-tied. Although I had lived beside the river (I might almost say on the river) all my life at home, and considered myself an authority on tides and currents, boats and shipping, and every kind of man, woman and creature that splashed along its banks, I had never before seen such a prodigious concentration of watery energy.

The smell of tar and freshly cut wood was wonderful—as wonderful as the figureheads of the ships all around me which had looked at the other side of the world, and now were jutting above my own head, and also above the heads of sailors with rings in their ears and whiskers curled into ringlets and pigtails. If I had seen as many kings or ambassadors I could not have been more delighted. The whole purpose of humanity seemed suddenly to be the exchange of one element for another, because the Great Flood would soon begin, and anyone who did not find a way of living on the water would shortly be drowned in it.

A dozen—more—individual quays extended from the dockside, and along each were sailors loading, unloading, haggling, cursing, heaving and sweating. The number of ships crowded into my view was too numerous to count—some sparkling with new paint, some drab from long voyages, like migrant birds that had suffered in their journeys. Above them rose a myriad of masts—some slender, some brutish, some as high as steeples, and all supporting so many hundreds of pieces of rigging the sky actually seemed dark with them.

I would have liked to stop and admire, but was so instantly caught in a great current of busyness, there was no time for reflection. Indeed, it would be better to say that Natty and I entirely surrendered to the place, since we soon felt as helpless as corks in a stream. This meant I passed the last part of our journey in a strange state of passivity—and was not in the least surprised (though at the same time astonished) to find that after swirling through assorted eddies and rapids we should come to rest at last beside a ship that seemed even more elegant and interesting than the dozens of other beauties we had already passed by.

She was a breed I had often admired from my perch in the Hispaniola: a Baltimore clipper, some hundred feet long, with two masts (both distinctly raked), a bowsprit made like a dagger to cut the waves, a flush deck, a beam rather great for her length, but the most graceful and easy lines. Had my father been at my shoulder, he would have said she was sired by war, mothered by piracy and nursed by cruelty—except that her nature had evidently been tamed and turned to peaceful ends, since a roundhouse had been added close to the wheel. This looked to have a clear view of every horizon, and gave the suggestion that a cruise would be preferable to warfare.

My impression grew stronger as I approached the stern, and saw a bo’sun’s chair was rigged over the rail. In this sat a man who was stripped to his trousers, and working with a pot of paint to change the original name of the ship, the Nightingale, so that it read: the Silver Nightingale. The word silver was there, of course, to manifest her owner, and to make him almost a member of the crew.

“The Silver Nightingale,” I said aloud, in a state close to wonder. “This is ours.”

“The Nightingale is ours,” Natty repeated, with a similar kind of awe in her voice, which I dare say owed something to pride in seeing how well her father had provided for us. “I told you; you need not have worried. Everything is prepared. The captain is waiting here now.”

Even before she finished speaking, Natty launched up the narrow gangplank to land herself in the stern of the vessel. Had she arrived in a more forward part of the deck, she would have remained in plain view; here, however, an arrangement of weatherboards and railings had been added to form a barrier against the waves, and this concealed her entirely.

Without any further hesitation, I followed where she had gone, and dropped down into the ship. Away to my left, a gang of men had formed a human chain, conveying boxes and chests and trunks and all manner of containers up from the quay—and I shall return to them in a moment. For now, my eyes were fixed on the Nightingale herself. A well-scrubbed deck of broad planks, with the shadows of rigging swaying gently back and forth across them. A low bulwark, painted fresh green. A hatch shaped like a tortoise shell that shielded steps leading belowdecks. An old brass long-nine gun—which was evidently more for ornament than use, since the scuttle where her cannon balls were once stored was now used for oilskins and ropes, which I saw in sleepy coils. At the foot of one mast—nothing. At the foot of the other—a large barrel, filled with ripe rosy apples. The roundhouse which I have already mentioned, and now saw was very snugly fitted out with a table and benches. No wheelhouse, but the wheel itself studded and strapped with shining brass. And beside the wheel Natty, or Nat, as I reminded myself to call her, speaking to a man the size and shape of a bear on his hind legs.

“Jim,” Natty called. The new rough note in her voice made me smile, which I hoped would be understood as nothing more than a friendly greeting. “This is Captain Beamish.”

I walked up to him and gave my best salute, which he returned much more smartly, then removed his hat—an ancient tricorn—and tucked it beneath his arm. Cropped brown hair and whiskers. Wide handsome face. Bright blue eyes that might have been made of salt water and sunlight. These narrowed very shrewdly, inspecting me from top to toe. Whatever estimate he made about my seaworthiness seemed to satisfy him, for after a while he solemnly extended one hand.

“Mr. Hawkins,” he said in a warm voice.

“Captain Beamish,” I replied, sounding as expert as I knew how.

“I never knew your father,” he said, which was bolder than I expected, and left me a little uncertain how to reply. Seeing my confusion, he pressed on. “I never knew him but I honor him. In silence.”

“Thank you, sir,” I said, recovering myself. “And it is my own wish to travel as myself, not as anyone’s relation.”

As I said this, I wondered whether I was offending Natty, who was known by the crew to be Mr. Silver’s child, although not his daughter. But she seemed to think our cases were different, and smiled at me.

So did the captain. “Very well,” he said. “I am glad we are all of one mind. We will tell the crew you are on board as a friend and companion to Master Nat. Are you happy with that description?”

“Perfectly, sir,” I said, and dared not turn aside to see what Natty herself might think. The fact she said nothing was a sufficient answer for me.

“Very well,” the captain said again—then paused and lowered his voice to a whisper. “But I must ask you at once, my lad: have you brought us what we need?”
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Captain and Crew

OUR CAPTAIN WAS a man whose good heart showed in his kindly face—but what of the others aboard the Nightingale? Natty had insisted they were not the same kind of men who had sailed on the Hispaniola with our fathers—but the dozen or so now working behind me seemed a motley crew, as the saying goes. The eldest was the bo’sun, a brown old sailor with a barrel chest and a smooth beard like a badger’s coat; he was overseeing the proceedings. Beside him was a much shaggier fellow, with earrings in both ears and a snub yellow pipe that poked through the wild gray fuzz engulfing his face. Another, whom I took to be the cook because he wore an apron already stained with gravy, seemed so thin and delicate I wondered whether we should ever get enough to eat. A fourth who caught my eye was working beside the steps that led belowdecks, and when the others began singing a stave, he turned his head aside to show he was not inclined to join them. As he did so, I noticed his mutilated ear and recognized him from the taproom of the Spyglass. I told myself I must have misjudged him there, since I could not imagine the captain employing the kind of person I had originally supposed him to be.

I have made this sound like a long scrutiny; in fact it was nothing of the sort—just a glance that ended as the captain released me from his handshake.

“Very wise,” he said, in a rolling voice that belonged to the West Country. “Our business can wait a while. Just so long as you have what we require; that is all I need to know. Hold it by you a moment longer.”

He meant the map, of course, which it had never been my intention to deny him. But now that I had been given credit for keeping it secret, I pretended that discretion had always been my aim—and changed the subject.

“You are from Bristol, sir,” I told him.

“Close by. Do you know it?”

“My father’s family is from there,” I said. “He speaks as you do.”

“Your father,” the captain said slowly, relishing the word as he had done a moment before. “Well, there’s a man who must have the sea in his veins. What do you have in yours?”

In a different voice, this might have sounded like a challenge. In fact it was gently spoken—though still with enough snap to make me look at Natty for reassurance. She had been watching my exchange with the captain as if she were my sponsor, and now the feel of her eyes sweeping over my face, reading my thoughts, made me take care not to claim more than my right; she would only have reproached me later.

“Not so much salt,” I said. “Fresh water, perhaps.”

The captain laughed and clapped me on the shoulder—which I took to mean he expected I would soon encounter all manner of things that were strange to me, and had better prepare myself.

Natty, feeling this had been a sufficient introduction, now broke in. “When do we sail?” she wanted to know.

The captain narrowed his eyes, as if not used to such forthrightness, then bit back whatever he might have first thought to reply; he was remembering she was Mr. Silver’s daughter, and his representative on the ship. This made me conclude the captain was his own man, but nevertheless had respect for higher authority. And good humor, too, since he now made a play of looking at the sun, then along the length of the deck, at the height of the masts and across the rigging, and finally into the direction of the wind, before turning back to Natty again and telling her, “Within the hour”—as though he had only this moment made his decision.

“So soon?” I said, which did not sound as enthusiastic as I meant it to be.

“We have everything we need,” the captain said. “Now that we have you, Mr. Hawkins, we have everything we need.”

With this, he took a step closer, as if he could no longer contain his curiosity, then checked and looked around. I followed suit, and saw the crew was still occupied with the task of loading. Only one pair of eyes watched us, which belonged to the same scarred fellow who was lurking beside the hatch that covered the stairs. I would have preferred him not to be there.

“The coast is clear,” the captain murmured, despite this scrutiny. “Perhaps we could share our secret safely. After all, if we are to set sail, I need to know my direction.”

Natty laughed at this, which was a kind of tease, but I pretended not to notice and went about my business very seriously. I opened the front of my shirt, removed from around my neck the little satchel containing the map, and handed it to the captain without a word. I could not help noticing it felt warm from contact with my skin.

The effect on the captain was extraordinary. His smiling manner evaporated and his whole face seemed to tighten and concentrate. He laid the satchel on the palm of his left hand, opened the flap, and very carefully withdrew the map. First he held it away from his face, narrowing his eyes; then he lifted it close to his eyes with such trembling caution the paper seemed to vibrate.

This was enough to excite our silent spectator so much, he gave a gasp—at which the captain and I whisked around to see a smear of white as he disappeared down the companionway, like a rabbit vanishing into a burrow.

If this troubled the captain he did not show it. Taking up where he had been interrupted, he began to pass one hand gently over the map, tracing the shape of the island. The contrast with Mr. Silver was very striking; there was nothing but wonder in this touch, and nothing but delight when he scanned the paper first on one side and then the other, and mouthed some of the names he read: Captain Kidd’s Anchorage, and Spyglass Hill, et cetera. The bar silver, I noticed, he left unmentioned. Also the arms.

When he had done enough admiring, he closed his eyes. Here, I thought, he was imagining his approach to the island, and the currents that might sweep us from the fairway, and the sandbanks and other obstacles he must avoid. Then he opened his eyes again and gazed with a particular intensity at the measurements of longitude and latitude, written across the top of the chart. Without these, as I knew very well, the map was a mere curiosity, though admittedly one of a very tempting kind. With them, it was a key to open the world.

“Good lad, good fellow,” said the captain in a reverential voice, turning back toward me. “You’ll have no objection if I keep it in my possession—for safety’s sake?”

This jarred somewhat, since I had already begun to think of the map as my own property, but I soon saw that the captain’s proposal was quite sensible. He had the authority and the experience, which meant he was much better able to protect it than I had been.

“Of course,” I told him—and then, as an afterthought that really should have been my first thought: “Perhaps you will give it back to me when we leave the island? Then I can return it to my father in the fullness of time. You might say it is on loan from him; I am sure he will be pleased to have it again.”

The captain adopted a very serious expression, as if he did not know how guiltily I had obtained the thing. “Very well,” he said, “we have an agreement”—and folded the map as carefully as he had opened it, before returning it to the satchel again, looping the strap around his neck, tucking it beneath his topcoat, and finally inside his shirt, where it lay against his heart as it had formerly done against mine.

“Now that we have concluded that piece of business,” he went on, with a brisker note in his voice, “we have to begin the next. I must ask you to inspect your lodgings belowdecks, and get yourselves acquainted with everything. All hands! Mr. Allan!”

The last two commands brought forward the thin fellow I had supposed was the cook—though he had now taken off his apron. Behind him, in a boisterous rush that showed they knew what was required of them and did not need orders, several other crew also appeared. These very quickly finished what little loading remained to be done, then formed into two gangs: one went forward and another aft, where they stood ready to untie the ropes that held us to the quayside.

Mr. Allan, meanwhile, stood with his head tipped to one side like a dog waiting to be told “Fetch.” “Ah! Cookie!” said the captain. “Now, make these lads at home.”

Natty did not move immediately, as the captain wished her to do, but made the same guess as I had done and said to Mr. Allan, “My father was a ship’s cook. He also had a nickname. It was Barbecue.”

The poor fellow rumpled his hair with an embarrassed expression; he evidently felt that to be mentioned in the same breath as Mr. Silver was more than he deserved. “So the captain has told me, sir,” he said. “And very expert too, I am sure. I don’t have his skills, I dare say, in barbecuing or anything else. But how could I, being the age I am? Never mind, though, never mind. You’ll not go hungry so long as I’m on the Nightingale, I promise you that. We’ve plenty of vittles, don’t we, Captain? Plenty of vittles. Your father himself has taken care of that, and very generous of him too, most generous in fact. We’ve got biscuit, and pickled fruit, and salted pork, and salted beef, and the largest bunch of grapes you ever saw, and some grand old pieces of cheese, and a whole cage of chickens, and …,” he rushed on, without giving anyone a chance to interrupt or reply. “You go ahead, sir, and you, sir”—looking at me—“straight ahead, mind you don’t crack your heads, and I’ll follow. Take an apple as you pass. We’ll none of us be hungry on this cruise, that’s for certain, not so long as I’m in the galley.”

This patter continued, without Natty or me paying it much attention, until all three of us were across the deck and down the stairs into the stomach of the ship. Here we wound along a dark and narrow galley that led toward the stern and a plain wooden cabin. Two bunks had been built against the curving outer wall, one above the other, and were linked by a short ladder; these bunks, we understood, would be our beds for the journey. After glancing at one another in silence, Natty decided she would sleep on the lower level while I had the top. The crew, Mr. Allan explained, had their quarters toward the prow, beyond the galley, which acted as a kind of barrier between us.

Once this had all been settled, we were left to inspect our home. I would have done this more thoroughly if I had not been so keen to return to the light and bid farewell to London—but I did stay long enough to notice that my bed was extremely small and dark, like a coffin with one side removed. Also that I would have to reach it every night by climbing past Natty’s face, in order to lie directly above her. This idea brought a flush to my face, which I did my best to ignore while saying the arrangement suited me very well. With that, I went back on deck and found a place behind the wheel in the stern of the Nightingale, where Natty soon came to join me.

As though he had been waiting for us to admire his skill, Captain Beamish now ordered the crew to set us on our way. They did this immediately, with some men untying the Nightingale fore and aft, then pushing us away from the quay with long poles, and others working the capstan to raise our anchor—chanting as they did so:


Haul away you sons of Neptune—haul away;

Say good-bye to all your lassies—haul away;

For we’re leaving dear old England

And we’re bound across the waves;

Haul away, you sons of Neptune—haul away.



They sang this three or four times, and when the work was done we were already a yard from the dockside. The crew fore and aft now laid their poles on deck and began setting the jib, which took the breeze with a delightful clean smacking sound, so I felt the Nightingale quicken like a living creature. “Have a care! Have a care!” shouted the captain, as the booms of both masts swung across deck—but the hands knew how to dodge, and in a trice everything was under control again, and we were making our way toward the river. As we found our place among the traffic heading downstream, I noticed the water made a beautiful low humming sound. This was our prow “talking,” as sailors say—treading the innumerable ripples with an incessant weltering splash.

The waterfront of London quickly vanished—docks and warehouses turning into open country, then a panorama of fields and cattle, until we reached the fancy houses of Greenwich and the little mole of the Observatory. I had seen these things only recently, rowing to and fro with Natty, but from the greater height of the Nightingale, and with the stronger feeling of purpose that now possessed me, they had an extra freshness and significance. Everything told me that I was leaving, that my boyhood was slipping behind me, and that I was choosing the terms of my own existence.

These feelings, I dare say, were all the more intense because Natty stood beside me. At any rate, I gave this as the reason that tears swelled into my eyes as we entered a bend of the river that I recognized as the beginning of my home stretch. It was a remarkable moment, even though it came so early in our voyage, with the blackened old timbers of the Hispaniola, and the low red sweep of its tiled roof, appearing on the horizon—as if I were returning to it as a ghost. It put me in mind of a sentence I remembered my father using in his stories, which he heard used of the pirate O’Brien, whom he called “a rank Irelander”: “Do you take it as a dead man is dead for good, or do he come alive again?” I saw in minute detail the dozens of winding tracks I had walked since childhood, and remembered in a single instant the hundreds of lives I had seen there—the moorhens and geese, the summer visitors, and the foxes that preyed on them. It was an immense variety, but all squeezed into something like a keyhole, and set my heart racing because I knew it was passing away from me even while it came closer.

Exactly when we reached the inn—as if it had been ordained by fate—the front door opened and my father appeared. He was wearing the old blue sailor’s cap he had kept as a memento of earlier days, and carried in his right hand a pail of water. My first instinct was to duck down below the bulwarks out of sight, but I thought this might draw his attention, so I stood still, without making a sound, and watched him. He walked toward the bed of roses that formed the border of our property where it met the towpath, and poured his pail of water over the flowers very studiously, making sure not to miss one. I saw the earth darken. Then he straightened, his free hand smoothing the small of his back, and glanced around him. Although he looked directly at the Nightingale and seemed to admire her, he did not change his expression, which to my eyes had a sad severity. Then he turned away with a shrug, and after that I saw him no more.



Part II

[image: ]

THE JOURNEY
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The Sailor’s Farewell

THE THAMES HAD been a close companion all my life—its marshes were my nursery and its tides my education. Yet once the Nightingale had passed my home, I soon found myself sailing through a country I had seldom visited before. The horizons felt almost infinitely far off, and on this particular evening, as daylight faded, and clouds thickened, they made the world appear very empty and dreary. Houses dwindled from few to occasional to none at all. The banks on either side slumped into mud heaps. The water roughened as it met the open sea. From my lookout in the stern, I imagined the waves rising to meet us were an imaginary armada, made of all the enemies England had ever known—Vikings, Romans, Danes, Normans, French, Spanish, Dutch—advancing upriver in a single force toward London, where they would spread misery and grief.

Natty seemed not to notice this change in my mood, but kept looking around brightly and remarking on every twilit field and barn and farmer with a kind of astonishment. This told me that however much she loved her father, she was very glad to be free of him, and had soon found a way of putting him out of her mind. Spot, whose cage she had hung from a peg in the roundhouse, so that he swung with the rhythm of the ship, seemed equally at ease, and whistled at shipmates as they passed, or made occasional requests for “A little bit of cheese; a little bit of cheese.”

Captain Beamish on the other hand was practical in everything he did and said; his concentration, as we slid down the crowded current, restricted him to speaking only when he had orders to give. Once we had left the estuary, however, and were riding the steadier pulses of the channel along the coast of Kent, he began to mix his instructions with remarks about our progress (which was apparently good) and anything that happened to take his fancy on the shore—including some sort of fair, or circus, that had set out its stalls on one particular strand, and flicked its lights very prettily over the dark water.

The crew continued to go about their work with such enthusiasm, it seemed second nature to them. This was especially evident the first time they set all our sails—main, top and gallant on both sticks, and even the bowsprit to give us dash. Nothing in my acquaintance with the river had prepared me for such a grand performance, since I had previously been occupied merely with rowing boats and suchlike. Here, suddenly, the whole sky seemed carved into solid squares and oblongs, each of which had a mind of their own and yet belonged to us—filling and heaving as we commanded, and putting a skip into our step so the Nightingale seemed to fly across the surface of the waves rather than cut through them.

Once this was done, it required several hands to keep an eye on the weather, ready to make changes if the need arose. The rest of the crew now had more liberty to do as they pleased, which meant that after evening had fallen several gathered in the forward part of the ship, where they hung two or three lanterns and began talking among themselves. They did this with so much affability, I began to trust what Natty had told me about their good character.

This was especially striking since, when all was said and done, our cruise was nothing other than a treasure hunt, and therefore bound to stir an unusual degree of excitement. And it is true to say that most of the conversations on deck, including this first one I overheard, always ended with the same subject, which was the bar silver. My shipmates knew from the captain that the majority of it would be given to Mr. Silver, our patron; they had also been assured that a percentage would be shared among them as payment and reward when the trip was finished.

The badger-bearded fellow I had seen supervising the loading of our supplies, and who I now gathered went by the name of Bo’sun Kirkby, was at pains to dampen expectations on this score. He insisted (which I understood was true enough) that the great bulk of treasure had been removed from the island during my father’s visit. Several others were reluctant to believe this, or interpreted “a modest amount o’ bounty” as a considerable hoard—none more so than the party who said least, but whom I saw repeatedly clasp his fingers together, then unknot them to touch the scar beneath his mutilated ear.

“Who is he?” I asked Natty, with a tilt of my head. By this time we were off the coast of Sussex and well under way, with our sails fairly bulging.

“Jordan Hands,” she said at once, and pulled down her hat until the brim was touching her eyebrows. “He is the nephew of Israel Hands.” She spoke with no great emphasis, and might have been telling me the price of herring.

“Israel Hands?” I repeated, astonished. “The man my father killed? Israel Hands who was Captain Flint’s gunner in the old days?”

“The same.”

I stared at her, still incredulous, but she would not meet my eye and continued quite calmly. “Jordan is a careful young seaman, and you have nothing to fear. He is not the same man as his uncle. He bears you no ill will, my father assures me of that. Besides, my father has chosen him to come, so come he shall.”

“But you told me the captain had selected all the crew,” I protested.

“And so he has,” Natty replied. “All excepting Jordan.”

“He must know who I am,” I continued. “He will tell the others.”

“That cannot be his plan,” Natty said. “If it was, he would have done so already. You are making a fuss, Jim; there is no reason to worry. The captain is content.”

This was said with a rather haughty air, as if I were foolish to think there might be anything untoward. But I could not help my surprise turning into something like anger. “How can you say he bears me no ill will?” I said. “By the look of him, I’d say he wants me dead in my boots.”

Natty folded her arms and turned her back to the wind; her face glowed faintly in the light of the lanterns. “He is melancholy,” she said, “that is all. He gives the same greeting to everyone.”

“Which is no greeting whatsoever,” I replied. “My father has spoken of Israel Hands more than any of the crew who went before us, apart from your father himself. He was a murderer, that is all.”

“Israel was a companion to my father,” said Natty. “But he did not …” She paused, and bit the inside of her lip. “He did not adapt like my father.”

“He did not adapt?” I said quickly. “He could not adapt because he was lying on the seabed. Because my father killed him.”

I expected Natty would at least show some sympathy at this, preferably for my father and what he had done to save his life. But none was forthcoming. She merely shook her head, as if to show that everything I had said was an exaggeration she could not take seriously.

I shook my own head in return. I felt I had been tricked, and made to accept a danger where none needed to exist. But there was nothing I could do to lessen it, except be vigilant. Be vigilant and, if I did not want to sour everything between myself and Natty, let the matter drop, which I immediately did. At the same time, I reckoned it cavalier of her, and surprising of the captain, to assume they would have my agreement on so delicate a matter. It told me how much they were both in thrall to Mr. Silver. The old man’s force of personality was evidently still extraordinary, although his body had almost ceased to be.

When I turned my attention back to the rest of my shipmates, I found they had almost exhausted the subject of treasure, except to remind one another that the bar silver had been left by Captain Flint at the same time as he deposited the larger hoard—the one my father had already taken. The hushed tone in which they spoke of what they hoped to discover was quite unlike the rapaciousness my father had found on his own voyage. Instead, it seemed to bestow a magical quality, even a luminosity, on everything they said; I think they felt the words glowing in their mouths as they talked, in the same way they imagined the ingots themselves, shining in their hiding place beneath the sand.

This kind of dreaminess ended when Mr. Tickle (whom I had noticed before on account of his yellow pipe and fuzzy beard), brought up the matter of the maroons—the three pirates left behind by the Hispaniola. Mr. Tickle wondered aloud what had become of them.

“Turned into skeletons,” said Bo’sun Kirkby very abruptly—which I thought showed that he did not like to think of their suffering.

“Turned into gardeners,” said another by the name of Mr. Stevenson—a Scotsman and a wisp of a fellow, whose place was generally in the crow’s nest, where he acted as our lookout.

“Eating each other,” said Mr. Allan, which—judging by their laughter—the others thought was a cook’s prerogative. But when this merriment had died away, another voice added his thoughts, and this belonged to Jordan Hands; it was the first time I had heard him speak.

“More likely they’ll have prospered,” he said. His voice was very quiet but at the same time definite, as though his remarks were based on knowledge and not conjecture (which was of course impossible). “They were left a good stock of powder and shot, along with a few medicines, and some other necessaries such as tools, clothing, a spare sail and a fathom or two of rope. Also, I believe, a handsome present of tobacco.” He broke off to swallow with a dry click. “And the bulk of the salted goat, which they could eat before they set about the animals that are native to the island, and the berries, and the oysters. Oh, they’ll have prospered, no doubt on that score. Prospered very nicely, I expect.”

This verdict cast a chill over everyone, and although daylight had now entirely drained from the sky, I was still able to see disappointment hollowing their faces, as they absorbed the idea that the island might not after all be theirs and theirs alone.

Mr. Allan tried to rally them by repeating “goat and berries and oysters” twice more, in an admiring murmur as any cook might. But his good cheer was now in vain, and the conversation was done. Within a moment, the men had found an excuse of work to finish, and the whole long deck was empty except for the captain at the wheel, and Natty at my side. Then Natty said she was going to our cabin, and yawned to show me why, before saying good night to Spot at his place in the roundhouse (by draping his orange cloth over the cage) and vanishing toward the companionway.

The suddenness of these departures was surprising. But the novelty of the situation, and my pleasure in having myself to myself, persuaded me I should feel grateful and seize the chance to take stock. Accordingly, I moved forward to the prow of the Nightingale, beyond the reach of the lanterns, where I could look over the glimmering water that stretched ahead of us.

A feeling of great solitude came over me—one that took no account of the captain at the wheel, or Mr. Stevenson above, where he had climbed to keep the first watch of the night, or the dozen other warm bodies below, including Natty. I told myself this was because I had a proper sense of the largeness of the world for the first time in my life, and also of its indifference. Our prow broke through the waves with a grace that was wonderful, but knew nothing of wonder. The moon, which was now beginning to climb between the clouds, timed our progress but knew nothing of time. The waves produced a most delicate mingling of cream and brown, and blue and black, but knew nothing of delicacy.

All this might have been alarming, yet it filled me with a profound sense of quiet. I held my arms straight down at my sides and let the breeze rush over my face and chest, cleansing me of everything that had weighed on me during my previous life. As I did so I heard a tune strike up, which I turned to see the captain was squeezing from an accordion. It was a far cry from the “Fifteen men on the dead man’s chest” and the “Yo-ho-ho, and a bottle of rum” they had sung on the Hispaniola. Drink and the devil had done for those endless old ballads. The captain’s song was “The Sailor’s Farewell,” a love-ditty that anyone might learn in their youth when they begin to follow the sea, and which he now played while leaning against the wheel:


Good-bye, my sweet ladies of England and home,

My thoughts will stay with you wherever I roam;

In storms and in sunshine, in drought and in rain,

My one hope is only to see you again.




The loving you give me, the loving I take,

Is done for your kindness and dear beauty’s sake;

The thought of it lingers, ’twill always endure

Until water and starlight and land are no more.



The captain’s voice was very deep and true, and his song made me think of ancient things—the thoughts I had known, or rather felt, about my mother and father and the land where I was born. These lived very vividly in me for several minutes, but soon their beauty became too difficult to bear. I called good night to the captain and quickly went belowdecks, where the darkness felt more comfortable. When I looked at Natty on the pillow she appeared to be asleep, so I continued gazing in silence for a moment, admiring the dark beauty of her face, and especially of her closed eyes, which seemed to tremble beneath their lids as though they were conscious of my attention. This gave me a delicious feeling of conspiracy, but was at the same time disconcerting. A moment later, I had climbed up my little ladder, lain down on my bunk, and closed my own eyes tight shut.
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The Death of Jordan Hands

THE WEATHER TREATED us kindly, and within two days the Nightingale lay off Start Point on the coast of Devon, which was our last view of old England. The crew came on deck around sunset, and stood in silence as I had once or twice in my schooldays seen the audience do at a theater. Our entertainment was not in the foreground, which showed nothing more interesting than a few seagulls wheeling through the uncertain light, but rather in the background, where smoke rose from cottage chimneys, fishing boats returned to their harbor, and miniature figures melted from the quays. None of these things showed much evidence of particular lives, yet they suggested an idea of life that we were sorry to lose—however great our reward might soon be elsewhere. It was my first apprehension of a reliable truth: that every sea journey gives a presentiment of death, before allowing us to be born again. This discovery made me one of several who sat down very quietly to Mr. Allan’s food that evening, and went to bed early.

I dare say my shipmates were not surprised to see me do this. Because my place on board was neither precisely crew nor guest, I had already set myself apart from the flow of things. It was the same for Natty, who of course was universally known as Nat. In the days that followed, when the rhythms of our journey were established, we were confined to a role that might at best be called skivvying (coiling ropes, scrubbing decks, painting bulwarks, et cetera), and at worst idling (sleeping, staring, daydreaming). Natty, I might add, was often chided in a harmless sort of way for being a very girlish sort of boy as she set about her tasks—no matter how she bulked herself up and used a gruff voice. She took this in good part as though entirely used to such banter, which proved an effective way of concealing the truth of her situation.

It will be clear from everything I have said that Natty and I passed almost the whole of every day in one another’s company—and almost the whole of every night as well. Yet in our proximity there was a kind of reserve. We could not allow anything we said to encourage the maturing of our friendship. To have done otherwise would have threatened Natty’s disguise, if any of the crew had observed us. It would also (speaking for myself) have worked my heart into a condition I might then have found difficult to control. Besides, and despite the warm feelings that Natty provoked in me, it was rather in my disposition at that time of my life to withdraw than to come forward, for I was somewhat in fear of mockery by womankind. Reflecting on this after many years, I suspect I had found an exquisite recipe for frustration. At the time I only felt that my timorousness and self-discipline encouraged me to notice everything, and enjoy everything, while sparing myself some anxieties about what might happen next.

Ten days after we lost sight of England, the wind that had propelled us from London suddenly failed, and we sank into a dead calm. I would rather be stupid, and numb, or better still unconscious, than endure again the lassitude of that time. How long did it last? I cannot tell. Perhaps a week. Perhaps two. Perhaps eternity. Long enough, at any rate, for me to feel a sailor’s life was the most desperate, the most tedious, and the most pointless, of any in Christendom. Our sails hung limp as grave cloths. A rook that had followed us from the West Country, and evidently meant to immigrate to America, glued itself to our prow and closed its eyes. The Atlantic Ocean, which I had imagined to be made entirely of roaring billows, settled into a shimmering stillness, and was so seldom disturbed by any sort of activity that the appearance of a log, or a tuft of weed, seemed like a great event. And the men? Although the captain endeavored to keep them occupied by setting them tasks such as mending sails and checking stores, they gradually subsided into a lethargy, and thence into something more sullen.

It was not difficult, even for someone as ignorant of the sea as myself, to realize this mood might easily spark into something troublesome. However much the crew respected their skipper, and notwithstanding they were generally good fellows and mindful of the rule of law, a certain insolence crept into their behavior. A man who slipped in the rigging, and had to be caught one-handed by another, was more roundly chastised than he deserved to be. Spot, whose regular warnings to “Keep away” and suchlike often rang out like banging metal, was threatened with the barbecue in voices that really made me fear for his survival. The games of dice and cards, which the men frequently played on deck in the shade of a sail they had arranged to make a tent, produced more vicious curses than seemed to fit the spirit of a game. Even when the captain entertained us by playing on his squeeze-box, only a few voices rose to join his own—and these were very reluctant. I remember on one occasion he sang the bawdy old fragment beginning “Don’t speak to me …,” in which he presented himself as a woman for our amusement—but no one was amused:


Don’t speak to me of kindness, sugar-man,

Don’t give me all your sweetness and your charm;

I know you want to take the most you can,

I know you talk of love but mean me harm.



On another, he gave us the whole of the ballad called “Mistress Anne,” without a single other voice joining him:


When my love was young and comely

I led her through the fields,

“Sweet maid,” I said, “lie down with me”—

But no, she would not yield.




I led her next to a wood of oak

Astir with singing birds,

“Sweet maid,” I said, “lie down with me”—

But I think she never heard.




I led her next to a winding stream

All full of smooth white stones,

“Sweet maid,” I said, “cross with me here”—

But she sent me on alone.




“Sweet maid,” I said, when I’d had my fill

Of all these slights and “no”s,

“Will any words untie your heart?

Take pity. Tell me how.”




Then “Sir,” she said, “the world itself

Is all I need to love.

Not feet of clay and hands of bone

But God in Heaven above.”




And this is why I sigh and moan

And keep no company;

I have but one true heart to give

And that remains with me.



As the captain sang this song, I found myself becoming thoughtful, as often happens when we hear sweet music. In particular, I began to reflect on a lesson that our becalming had taught me—namely, that every man has a natural tendency to decline. Another idea was equally alarming. I saw I was mistaken in supposing I had been born into a gentler age than my father. Governments and navies might have begun to root out the piracy he had lived among, and the crew of the Nightingale might have reckoned they represented a nobler sort of savage than Mr. Silver. But nothing had been done to alter a fundamental fact about our human nature—namely, the appetite for savagery passes unchanged from generation to generation, and will always emerge when a suitable occasion arises.

The calm in which we languished was just such an occasion. That is to say, the crew’s treatment of one another was soon worse than irritable; it had become a variety of sickness—and eventually the day arrived when Jordan Hands became an outright agitator. Natty and I heard this because we were sitting at our usual place in the roundhouse, with the door open, when Bo’sun Kirkby reported to the captain that, by sowing insults and fanning rivalries, Hands had set shipmates against one another, while always slinking away himself and pretending innocence. Although Hands could not easily be accused of a particular crime, the captain immediately summoned him to explain himself.

Hands went through his interview without so much as a glance at his accuser, and his whole attention fixed on Natty and myself—who must have seemed like jury members, sitting on our bench in the roundhouse. Although he said nothing of great significance, the repeated and unnecessary references to his uncle all struck me as definitely as if they had been a series of blows. “My uncle always hated a calm,” he said; “My uncle knew how to set a sail that would catch the breath of a butterfly”; “My uncle”—he said this with a particular enthusiasm, looking directly into my eyes—“knew how to aim a cannon so it would blow the head off a match at a hundred yards.”

When this interview had ended, the captain sent Hands away with a warning to keep a civil tongue in his head, and learn how to rub along with his fellows—at which the fellow merely smiled to himself before slouching belowdecks. The captain seemed to think this meant nothing beyond a touch of “sea fever,” and it was not my place to contradict him.

I did, however, mention my concerns to Natty when the day ended and we were alone together in our cabin. I told her plainly that I thought Hands meant to do me some ill. She gave a snort of derision—then the advice that I should not consider myself so interesting that Hands would reckon me worth hurting. I felt I had no choice but to accept the criticism. At the same time, I was implicated in his story and knew that he resented me. The thought gave me considerable anxiety, and I lay awake that night, listening for steps on the stairs that led down from the deck, long after Natty herself had fallen asleep.

The consequences followed with surprising speed, since rather than acting as a kind of balm, the captain’s advice to Hands in fact excited him still further. The next day I saw him early, swaggering around the foredeck in a most ostentatious fashion, stumbling into others when he might easily have avoided them, and whispering insults that he pretended were remarks addressed only to himself.

Natty, when I pointed this out to her, was at last inclined to think I had not been exaggerating the danger he represented. “He has lost his wits,” she told me, which she evidently thought must absolve her from having made a wrong judgment about him. I told her I thought that was indeed the case. Hands rolled his head as he spoke, and his long fingers, with their red knuckles, plucked continually at one another.

Such unsettledness, though alarming, should really be a cause for compassion. The captain evidently thought so, which is why he did not straightaway put Hands under lock and key. If he had been able to observe the man more closely, he might have taken a different course—and great trouble might have been saved. But to speak plainly, the captain was often unsighted at this time in our journey, since the canvas shelter beneath which the crew played their cards, and where Hands often strutted and gyred, had been built between the two masts of the Nightingale; this made it only partly visible to a person in the stern, where the captain habitually stood. For this reason it was not he but Natty and I who saw everything exactly as it happened, since we often relieved our boredom by perambulating around the deck, taking in the scenery of greasy waves and glaring horizons.

On the day I am thinking about, half a dozen crew had formed a circle inside their tent, most of them sitting cross-legged and leaning inward to place their bets, or slap down their cards, or gather their winnings. (These bets and winnings were made with marbles, and pieces of bone, and other tokens that represented the share of treasure they supposed would eventually come to them.) Hands was one of this group—standing outside the ring as was his wont, keeping a watch on proceedings and making occasional remarks that were meant to be disparaging. The heat of the afternoon and the somnolence of our mood initially made these too insignificant to cause offense.

Natty and I continued on our patrol, stepping over the strips of tar wherever the heat had made them bubble up between the deck boards. Slop-slop came the sound of the ocean against our hull. Creak-creak went the rigging. Groan-groan said the masts. Down and down sank all our minds into a state of waking sleep, where our usual watchfulness was diminished. Diminished and then entirely suspended, since I did not for the life of me notice the transformation in the scene I was watching.

Later reports established that Hands had delivered an exceptional insult to one of his fellows, a gingerish man named Sinker, whose lack of humor was notable, perhaps as a result of teasing about his name. Sinker responded with an equally foul word—whereupon the card game was suddenly abandoned and the circle broken. Hands and Sinker crouched at one another, bare feet braced on the deck, arms hanging low, and each holding a knife.

The moment I saw this, I ran forward with Natty and Bo’sun Kirkby. The captain, who must have peered around the obstacle of the masts, soon joined us. By this time so absolute a silence had fallen over the crew, even the scuffle of the two men’s feet over the planks sounded enormous, and the captain’s voice, when it came, was like a trumpet.

“Stop this!” he bellowed, placing his hands on his hips and pushing back the edge of his topcoat, to show the sword hanging from his waist. His face wore an expression of complete command, which reminded everyone the Nightingale was his ship, and subject to his enactments of the law.

The fact that neither Hands nor Sinker paid him any attention only deepened his anger. “Stop this!” he repeated, even more loudly. “Stop this now, and we shall hear no more of it.”

I was aware (because I saw a flash of black, like a shadow leaving us) that our companionable rook had been sufficiently alarmed by the disturbance to leave his post at the prow, and float into the rigging. Sinker, who was beginning to recover his temper, stood still. Hands, however, seemed to have slipped beyond the reach of his own intelligence, and continued his prowling. Perhaps this should not have surprised me, given what I already knew of his ancestor. Perhaps, too, I should not have been taken aback by his next action—which I admit did knock me very hard. He turned quite leisurely toward everyone watching, scanned our faces, then singled me out and gave me a sarcastic smile as if to say: “It is you I am punishing, Jim Hawkins. You. No one else.”

Hands then swung around to Sinker again, shaking the hair out of his eyes and tossing his weapon lightly from palm to palm. After a few moments of jabbing and feinting, he said—more to me, I felt, than to Sinker—“You cheated me.” His voice was not in the least excited but quite factual. Indeed, he might not have been disappointed by the murmur that arose around him, and perhaps believed it was a show of sympathy. There was certainly a moment when he stood more nearly upright, and rolled his shoulders—which seemed to me like the prelude to peace, and a handshake, and the remainder of the card game.

I was quite wrong. Hands was not standing himself down. He had merely sensed an advantage. Dipping to the left and gripping his knife more tightly (which I saw by the whitening of his knuckles), he threw it quickly forward.

Sinker’s shirtfront, which until this moment had hung loose from his bony shoulders, was suddenly pinned above his heart, as though it had snagged on a thorn. Around the thorn, a blossom of blood appeared. Sinker stood still, with his neck twisted to look down at his wound, and seemed to be astonished by it—as were we all, to judge by the stillness that seized us. Eventually, with a marvelous slowness, he grasped the knife handle and attempted to remove the blade from his body. When it would not come, a frown of annoyance passed over his face, but only of a mild kind, which suggested that he would slip downstairs to the galley in a moment, and comfort himself by eating a biscuit. Then this expression changed into a mask of sadness and his legs gave way beneath him. He made no attempt to protect himself in the fall, whereupon the back of his head banged loudly against the deck, and two of his shipmates rushed forward, kneeling at his side. One took his pulse, then looked around at the rest of us and pursed his lips.

My first dead man.

I had been so caught in the scene while it unfolded, I had no sense of what might follow. But as I stared at Sinker where he lay, I realized I should now be concerned that Hands might turn on the rest of us, and on me especially, to continue in his madness. I could think of nothing except how the soles of Sinker’s feet, where they were angled toward me, were blotched with soft buttons of tar, and fissured like the dried bed of a stream. When I lifted my eyes, I found that Hands himself had fallen into a similar kind of reverie. Far from chasing after other victims, he stood still and exhausted, with his whole body as useless as the sails that drooped above our heads.

In such a state of torpor, it was very easy for one or two of his shipmates to lay hold of him, which the captain now ordered them to do. Easy as well for them to lead him belowdecks and imprison him there, while others collected the body of their friend and laid it on a long sack, after tugging the knife from his chest.

When this was all done, I found some of my energy had returned—enough, in any event, for me to take Natty by the arm and lead her to the starboard side of the Nightingale, where we could contemplate the clean water lapping beneath us. Our silence was not so much a matter of our having nothing to say, but of having too much—although, for my own part, I was not certain what too much might actually be. I had seen Death for the first time. I had felt the warm surface of my life split open, and glimpsed something cold beneath. These things were self-evident, but a question remained. Had I been the witness to a kind of aberration, or a reliable truth?

Natty’s face, with the greenish light of the swell reflected across it, gave no indication of whether she was debating the same question. Exactly as she had done when rowing me upriver, and again when we had sat with her father in his cockpit, she kept her thoughts to herself. I could permit myself to feel we were in broad sympathy with one another, but understood that if I wanted her to feel for me more deeply, I would have to make a more active demand on her interest.

It might seem unnatural for such thoughts to have occupied me so soon after the murder. But if I am to give a true account of my adventure, I must admit that in this particular circumstance I felt more curiosity than tenderness. And my curiosity grew to fascination when the captain, having spoken to Bo’sun Kirkby, came aft to interrupt the peace that I was enjoying with Natty, and informed us that he required our attendance.

I bridled somewhat at the phrase, since it had the ring of an order about it, and I was used to speaking with the captain in the language of friendship. But I understood this was an emergency, and went willingly with the bo’sun until we were in the waist of the ship, where the body of Sinker had been laid out. This had been done with as much reverence as possible, but the effect was still very humdrum: the man was wearing the clothes in which he had been killed, with the blood still wet on his shirt, and his lank hair blowing about his face. His right eye had not been perfectly closed, so that he seemed to be taking a final sly look at the world, and therefore to be noticing that the sack on which he lay was very dirty, and sprinkled with pieces of the grain it had lately contained.

The captain stood on the further side of the body, while the rest of us formed a semicircle opposite. He informed us in a very straightforward way that he had two offices to perform—the first being a burial. He produced from a pocket of his topcoat a small prayer book, which I noticed was much thumbed and had several loose pages. Having found the service he wanted, he lifted the book close to his face and began to read. His voice moved quickly over the words, which showed he was not enjoying the task at hand, and when he reached the passage that mentioned committing the body of our shipmate to the deep, he positively glared at Bo’sun Kirkby and Mr. Tickle. At this signal, they picked up poor Sinker, and made him as good as his name. They lifted him on his sack and swung him over the side and let him go. The rest of us knew he had begun a better life when we heard the splash.

Before silence could settle again, the captain quickly put away his prayer book, straightened his hat, cleared his throat, and called for Jordan Hands to be brought on deck. As he did so I realized that his haste was not the result of a lack of feeling for the office he had just performed, but a sign of nervousness about what came next—since it involved a more complete sort of test and confrontation.

A moment later, Hands was standing face to face with the captain; his wrists were bound, and Bo’sun Kirkby and Mr. Tickle were close on either side of him. In spite of this, Hands tipped his head backward and stuck out the tip of his tongue. I noticed that since he had last been on deck, he had wound a bandage around his thumb, where he had cut himself in his fight.

The captain continued to look flushed and serious, as I saw when he removed his hat and tucked it underneath his arm, in a way that suggested he was not merely in command of the Nightingale but of the entire world. In that instant a frail breath of wind—the first we had felt for many days—bloomed into the sails and made them tighten. The ship immediately began to yaw about, and the line of the horizon behind the captain disappeared then heaved into view again. Although I felt engrossed by the scene before me, I could not help noticing one of the crew (a very dainty man named Mr. Lawson) peel off from the crowd and trot aft—to take a hold of the wheel, I supposed, since it was obvious that our becalming had ended, and we would soon be under way again.

The change sent a ripple of talk through the men, and several turned to look behind them, where the sun was already curtained by clouds. The captain ran the fingers of one hand through his hair, and demanded we listen to him and finish the business we had started. He then began speaking in the same rapid voice as before, which at least now had the excuse that his ship needed him to hurry.

“Gentlemen,” he began, which made one or two of the crew raise their eyebrows, since none of them assumed themselves to be any such thing. “Gentlemen, I shall be brief but I hope not careless. With the power invested in me as captain of this ship, I ask you to witness that Jordan Hands stands accused of the murder of Robert Sinker, and to notice that I intend to keep him a prisoner in chains until we return to England, when he will be delivered to face the sentence of the law.”

Another darker ripple of comment now ran through the men, which I could not so easily interpret. My first thought was: they did not appreciate the captain’s judgment, although it seemed quite reasonable to me. My second, which was reinforced by the fact that Bo’sun Kirkby and Mr. Tickle pressed against Hands more urgently, was that they wished to see an immediate punishment. I must confess, although it does me no credit, that I myself felt uneasy at continuing our voyage with a murderer lurking in our midst—ready to escape at any moment, or likely to do us further harm.

As for the prisoner himself: he seemed to have inflated since committing his crime, and to be standing his ground, and looking about him with greater confidence. It made me reflect that in becoming wicked he had become himself, which I took to be a dreadful possibility.

“Remove him below,” said the captain, which conveniently ended this line of reasoning. He had interpreted the restlessness of his men as a sign of agreement, and had not noticed or chosen to care about the change in Hands himself. Without waiting to see his orders carried out, he crammed his hat back upon his head, checked the buttons of his coat, and made his way toward the stern, where he took charge of the wheel from Mr. Lawson.

As he went, the majority of shipmates also scattered to their duties, since by now the Nightingale was rolling scuppers under in the swell. The booms were tearing in their blocks, the rudder was banging, and the whole hull was creaking and groaning and jumping like a manufactory. Some men set about tightening ropes, some slammed the bolts on doors and flaps, some vanished to their quarters to make everything secure belowdecks. Natty and I took up our place in the roundhouse, where Spot greeted us by saying, “Have a care, have a care”—to which I should have paid more attention than I did.

Although it was only a moment since the court scene had ended, the sky was now entirely overcast. The ocean, which had been as still as the surface of an eye, and possessed the same sort of density, had begun contorting into waves, some of which were already fringed with white. A steady wind, flecked with rain, had taken every sail that was set—and the sound of their stretching and straining seemed delightful. Only our resident rook was put out by these changes, since he had been dislodged from his place in the rigging, and now circled us, making a series of very offended remarks. Spot, who must have heard them as clearly as we did, closed his red eyes and pretended to feel indifferent.

This sudden business gave Hands the opportunity he needed. To have seen him during what I must call his recent arraignment, any observer would have thought as I did that the ropes binding his wrists were held by those standing either side of him. In fact they were not—which allowed him to retain a great degree of freedom, even as he began his journey toward the companionway. So much freedom, in fact, that instead of following meekly where he had been directed, he astonished us all by giving a sudden leap sideways, and landing on top of the gunwales that ran around the Nightingale. There, and in spite of the quickening movement of the ship beneath him, he kept his balance and squared his shoulders like an orator. Each of us stopped whatever we were doing, and gazed at him.

For a moment I thought he might be about to unmask Natty, and reveal her to be the young woman she was, or else to expose me as my father’s son. But his tirade was more general. “Why?” he demanded of us all. “Why should I suffer in the dark, only to die in England?” His voice was loose like his body, and slid from word to word with a strange languor, as though he might be drunk. “My life is my own,” he continued. “I choose to keep it or lose it, not to give it over for any one of you to manage.” As he paused he glared at the captain, and in particular at his throat, as if he wanted to slit it open. After this moment of loathing, he then scoured the deck with his eyes until he found my face inside a window of the roundhouse. The effect was to make me cringe like a child before his master.

“Jim Hawkins,” he called to me, in the same watery drawl. “I had hoped our lives might run along side by side for a while, so our enmity could have been resolved—as I decided.” His eye fixed on me as he said this, which in the confusion of the moment I barely understood.

“Be that as it may,” the voice went on, with a sincerity that made it terrifying, “I still have enough breath to curse you. Which I do, Jim Hawkins. I curse you. May everything you desire be a torment to you, and everything you get be poison.”

With that, when he seemed to be warming to his subject and likely to continue for several more sentences, his mouth closed, the red tip of his tongue disappeared, and he lifted into the air as though the wind had caught him. He hovered for a moment with his shirttail flapping behind him, then dropped silently out of view.

Every one of us that could rush forward now did so; because I was one of the last to arrive at the place where he disappeared, I had to push a way through the men to see the last act of the drama. Hands was upright in the water like a wooden statue, bobbing among the steep gray waves. His eyes were wide, and looked quickly from face to face as the current carried him along the broadside of the ship. After this moment of interrogation, he began speaking again, or rather shouting: “I curse you. I curse you. I curse you. I curse you.”

Not one of us made any attempt to throw him a line, which in any case he would not have been able to take, but stared in silence as the wind carried us quickly away from him. I had half a mind to run aft and watch him vanish entirely, but as I began to move, Natty put her hand on my arm. “Leave it be,” she whispered to me. “Leave it be.”

A moment later he had been swept from our view, and we had nothing to see but the wide wilderness of empty water.


13
A Universe of Wonder

THE EARTH REMEMBERS us. We are generally survived by the homes we have lived in—and our improvements, like our desecrations, leave marks on the landscape that curious historians may study. When we no longer live and breathe, headstones show where our journey has ended. In all such ways, the solid ground resembles a book, in which our stories are recorded.

The sea is the opposite. Rolling waves eradicate everything written on them, whether it is the wake of a ship, or the passage of the wind, or a log, or a bottle—or a man. After every kind of interruption, water wants nothing more than to be its simple self again.

Such thoughts preoccupied me after the death of Jordan Hands. When I had finally pulled away from Natty, and gone to the stern of the ship despite her protest, I kept my eyes fixed on what I thought must have been the exact spot where he had jumped—but within a second or two I could no longer be sure whether it lay in this hollow or that. Then I concentrated on the idea of his body sinking through various levels of darkness. This also proved a failure, since my imagination could not reach as far as the seabed, but became distracted by the question of what creatures, such as jellyfish and sea horses, might survive at such depths. Eventually—which was only a matter of minutes afterward—I resolved not to stare downward or back, brooding on the violence I had seen, but instead to look up and forward, and so anticipate whatever new trials would soon come. The decision gave me a distinct sense of relief.

A relief, I admit, that was accompanied by a paradoxical feeling of anxiety. Before I had stolen my father’s map, I felt superior to those who first set sail for Treasure Island. Brooding on my crime persuaded me I had been overconfident. And because I knew I was no better than them, I also knew I would be no safer than they had been.

In my heart, and without a word to Natty or the captain, I began an apology to my father, and a prayer for his forgiveness. I did this in solitude, continuing to stand for a while in private in the stern of the Nightingale, and as I watched the waves wrap around one another, I could not help recalling the story of Noah. My prayers circled like the rook, which flew to and fro while the waters covered the earth, and could not find a place to settle.

Superstitious readers will already have speculated that our better progress had been allowed by the demise of Hands. Like Jonah (I am now remembering a different part of scripture), he appeared to have been responsible for our becalming. Yet as I finished these orisons to my father, good sense persuaded me that no man, however malevolent, could claim such a great control over nature. When I turned to face the midships again, and looked at the crew, I noticed a similar stubbornness in them as well. They might have become more sensible of our situation, but they were also more galvanized. There was a new eagerness in the work of setting sails, and a new determination in Captain Beamish.

Indeed, from this point onward the captain was seldom away from his place at the wheel. The map he kept with him at all times, tucked within its satchel and hidden inside his topcoat. I was content with such an arrangement, since I was sure that whatever dangers we might encounter, they would not begin with him. Nor did I expect them to come from the sea. Although the blow that carried us forward did sometimes gather strength and threaten to become a storm, for the most part we felt the same kind of gentle pressure that a child knows when a parent’s hand pushes between his shoulder blades and encourages him toward his goal. We pranced through the waves—and as we extended our journey south and west, the cold skies of the old world gradually rolled away behind us, and were replaced by a depth of blueness and of warmth that I had never experienced in my life before.

In my own opinion, we had entered a universe of wonders. Among the herring gulls and black backs that occasionally appeared overhead, and were familiar from home, I began to notice more extraordinary kinds of bird, that were only known to me from books. On one occasion, an albatross attached itself to us for several hours, hanging off our starboard side and keeping pace with very few and easy strokes of its enormous wings; because we remembered the story that these birds are the souls of sailors who have drowned, we watched it with a melancholy reverence, and were almost pleased when it abandoned us. On other days marvelous kinds of tern appeared—some very small and quick, others as large as gannets. Increasingly I saw birds whose names I did not know at all—one (pure white, with a speckled breast like a thrush) had the odd habit of leaving its long green legs trailing behind it as it flew, so that when it made passes over the deck of the Nightingale, some shipmates would jump up and attempt to catch them, saying they would be eating well soon.

The sea was even more remarkably full of novelties. By night, when the moon turned the waves into a bolt of velvet that ridged and collapsed in almost complete silence, we noticed what seemed to be chains of light—like water turned into fire—decorating the hollows as we cut through them. My first idea was: it must be a reflection of the moon or stars, but a nearer look (achieved by hanging giddily over the side of the Nightingale, until the spray flicked my face) revealed it to be natural phosphorescence.

By day we had an equal share of marvels. I found each wave, instead of being the big, smooth glassy mountain it seems from shore, was full of peaks and smooth plains and valleys. Very often a school of dolphins appeared among these slopes and summits, giving the impression—thanks to the curved line of their mouths—that they kept us company, and leaped in and out of the waves, for no reasons except their own pleasure and our entertainment. Sometimes we watched a piece of driftwood, or a tonsured head that turned out to be a coconut, tumble over and over in the swell: no great thing in itself, but in the heat of midday, with a soft wind blowing, and the deck sweetly rolling, enough to induce a kind of trance.

I lost many hours concentrating on nothing other than the movement of waves themselves—the long surges of the mid-Atlantic, which are much larger in their stride than the waters around any coast, and swept toward us like the glistening backs of legendary monsters. And one day in particular I was occupied with monsters themselves—right whales, which came close enough to make us feel a part of their fraternity.

It was a morning of unusual brilliance, with the sky almost purple blue, and the sea a very intense yellow. This yellow, when Natty and I came to examine it, was produced by many millions of small seed-like objects, each a miniature bright sun; they were entirely mysterious to me, but familiar to the crew as “brit”—being, I suppose, a truncation of “bright.”

This yellow was delectable to the whales, as we could see because every one of them grazed on it hungrily, pushing forward with slow lashes of their fins. They kept their mouths wide open as they did this, so the brit clung to the fibers stretched between their jaws, and was in that way separated from the water draining away at the lip. It was a most beautiful sight, made all the more so for being accompanied by a soft slicing noise, as if the whales were harvesters in a field of wheat—which indeed they seemed to be, for behind them they left clear tracks of green water, showing where they had been and what they had consumed.

Had we not kept a very definite idea of our purpose in setting out from London, and a strong desire to return home in safety, we might have spent several months examining such things, and regarded them as an end in themselves. As it was, we enjoyed them while we were able—and then, as our destination drew close, suddenly abandoned them.

I suppose they were nothing more than a diversion for us. Yet the memory of these weeks, with their long periods of quiet, and their slow disclosure of nature’s mysteries, have remained in my mind as clearly as the events I shall soon describe. I believe they taught me as much about the infinite capacity of things to be surprising—and a great deal about the power of beauty.


14
Land Ahoy!

OUR PLEASURE IN traveling on board the Nightingale was more certain than our knowledge of how close we might be to our destination. This was because the captain kept such information to himself—which I thought was only sensible—while more and more often disappearing into his cabin to labor over charts and quadrants. Because it was impossible for any of us to gauge our progress by his comments (of which there were very few), or by landmarks (of which there were none but indeterminate waves), I relied instead on the gradual intensification of the suspense in which we all lived, and the greater appetite we had for gazing at the horizon.

The captain fed this appetite by keeping Mr. Stevenson in the crow’s nest, where he swayed over our operations like a god in his cloud, making occasional observations about whales or flocks of birds that happened to be passing. Once or twice he brought us to a halt in whatever we were doing by calling “Land ahoy!”—but on such occasions the captain quickly answered that it could not be our land, since we had not yet sailed sufficiently far into the Bay of Mexico. On several other occasions Mr. Stevenson threw down comments about other ships he had seen, and especially slavers. I am glad to say none of these came close enough for us to have any communication—glad, because everything in my education (and, I would like to think, my character) had already persuaded me the trade was repugnant. I can say with confidence that I did not need the support of laws to reach these conclusions, although I have since been mightily pleased to see such laws come into existence.

When night fell, the captain generally called Mr. Stevenson down from his perch and changed him with another man, who had rested during the day; Mr. Stevenson would politely resist this, saying he knew his place, and enjoyed his work—which he would then resume as soon as possible the following morning. On the evening of which I am about to speak, the exchange was Mr. Tickle, who to mark the occasion had pressed a fresh plug of tobacco into his pipe, and dressed his head in a red cap that appeared to be made of pieces of carpet.

As was the custom, shipmates gathered around the foot of the mainmast when this changeover occurred, with some congratulating Mr. Stevenson as he stepped onto the deck—where he flopped like a puppet whose strings had been cut—while others patted Mr. Tickle on the back and wished him good luck. Then we watched him disappear into heaven.

Darkness falls very quickly in the Caribbean; one moment the sky is full of dying glory, the next it is cloaked with stars. At such times of change I especially enjoyed lying on deck beside Natty, so that we could more comfortably gaze at the universe sailing above. Night is a dead monotonous period under a roof; but in the open world it passes lightly, with its stars and dews and perfumes. What seems a kind of temporal death to people choked between walls and curtains is only a light and living slumber to the man who sleeps under the sky.

With the gentle wind blowing across our faces, and the quiet slashing of the waves against our hull, both of us would soon be hesitating on the boundary between waking and sleeping—wondering whether the stars were real, or the product of some idealizing dream into which we had fallen. For my own part, I am sure I would have continued happily in such a state until morning—had it not been for the occasional accident of my hand brushing against Natty’s arm or thigh, which always brought me back to myself again. Whether or not she welcomed these occasional contacts I could not decide, since she never mentioned them or returned any obvious sign of affection. In different circumstances, this would certainly have troubled me. Here I decided it meant nothing, since we had already agreed that discretion was the better part of her disguise.

So it was on the night of which I am speaking: darkness as soft as moss overhead, thickly inlaid with stars; the moon hanging as large and clear as a plate; breeze urging us onward; Mr. Tickle in his nest overhead, where I imagined him sucking his pipe and occasionally patting his beard to extinguish the sparks he had ignited there; and the captain coaxing a sweet melody from his squeeze-box, singing quietly as he did so:


Do you miss me, sweet ladies,

Do you keep me in your heart?

As for me, I’m always with you,

Never mind how far apart.




Starlight shines on me like dewfall,

Sun or rain is what you see;

Though the world keeps us asunder,

Love remains eternally.




Deepest loss means sweetest greeting,

Deepest vows mean sweetest pain;

So miss me dearly, all you ladies—

Then wrap me in your arms again.



When Mr. Tickle first called down to us, the dying strains of this song almost drowned him out—which made him shout more urgently:

“Land ahoy! Land to starboard!”

“Come again, Mr. Tickle?” called the captain. “What can you see?”

“Land ahoy!” came the cry another time, and much more loudly. “Land to starboard! A mile off or I’m a liar!”

In a second the captain braced himself completely and, while he spun the wheel a few clicks to the west, the deck suddenly became frantic with shipmates crowding along the side of the Nightingale. When Natty and I joined them, most were already pointing into the distance, cursing and laughing to themselves. Such performances had happened before, when other islands had appeared on our horizon, but this time the captain did nothing to dampen the excitement. Indeed, when I turned to look back at him, he was leaning forward and smiling very broadly; his squeeze-box, I noticed, had been passed to Bo’sun Kirkby, who let it dangle in his hand, where it gave occasional mournful sighs.

When I faced the horizon again, I thought Mr. Tickle might have been deceiving himself—and us; although I narrowed my eyes like the most seasoned mariner, I could not find any kind of interruption between sky and sea. Yet such was my eagerness, I soon persuaded myself yes, there was some vague outline in the extreme distance, although in truth it was no more definite than a breath on a windowpane.

Once I had noticed this, however, a kind of miracle occurred. The breath became a substance—an almond shape, like half an eye. Then the eye became a mountain. Then the mountain became three mountains, running up clear in spires of naked rock until there was no doubt left in my mind. We had found Treasure Island. Although I had only the light of the moon to guide my eye, I found Spyglass Hill—like a pedestal to put a statue on, just as my father had told me. There at its feet and a few hundred yards out to sea was the smaller bulk of Skeleton Island, and the little bump of the White Rock. There was the channel and bay that would accommodate a ship of our draft.

On my father’s map, this bay was known as Captain Kidd’s Anchorage—and it was here that I assumed our own captain meant us to drop anchor, since he now beckoned me to his side at the wheel. I tapped Natty on the shoulder and whispered that she should come with me.

“You see where we are, Jim?” said the captain, speaking in a low voice.

“I do, sir,” I told him.

“And you, Nat—do you see where we are?”

She nodded—a curt bob with no words, which I took to be a sign of her strong feelings. I imagined her father’s hand choking the speech in her throat, as she saw him making this same approach, through this same fairway toward this same shore.

“I propose,” continued the captain, “that I should do as others before me, and lay up here in the Anchorage. If the map is telling the truth, which I have no reason to doubt, it is clear sand there. We can go ashore in the morning; the stockade is only a short distance beyond the marshes.”

“If the marshes are not too marshy,” I said, and was immediately conscious that my excitement had made me sound childish.

“And if the stockade has not rotted away,” added Natty, with rather more dignity.

The captain grunted, which showed he understood what we both meant, then called over Bo’sun Kirkby and invited him to take the wheel. When this was done he ordered several of our sails to be taken down, so that we could proceed at a slower speed in case we encountered sandbanks not shown on our chart; after this, he set a watchman in the prow, then led us to the starboard side of the Nightingale, where we stood apart from the other men. Here he slid the telescope from his belt and, after placing it against his eye, swept the lens carefully backward and forward—searching, I thought, for a clear route into the Anchorage.

I took the opportunity to look more carefully at Natty. Her recent silence suggested she might have regretted the first part of our adventure was already over, because she was now face to face with a history she did not want to contemplate: her father’s duplicity, and the evil he had done. But now that I could see her expression more clearly, with the moonlight pouring over her features, I decided she was not so much troubled as determined. While the rest of us were very eager to set foot on dry land, and claim what we had come for, Natty seemed almost desperate. Her head was thrust forward, her teeth were biting her wide bottom lip, and her breath was coming in quick gasps. I believe that if she had thought it would bring her to her prize more quickly, she would have dived overboard and swam ashore there and then, regardless of the danger. As it was, she was so resentful of having to remain on board, she had sent her imagination ahead. Her feet were already padding over the wet sand, climbing toward the cabin where her father and mine had decided their fate and—at a prodigious distance—ours as well.

When I looked away from her again, I expected to see the captain had finished his inspection of the island, and was ready to give the orders for our approach. Instead, I found he was still holding the telescope, so that it concentrated on a particular spot. A weight seemed to have settled on his shoulders. My first thought was: he had noticed some obstacle to our progress, and would shortly order the men to take any necessary action to avoid it. The longer this did not happen, the more strongly I suspected a sinister reason—and felt an immediate shiver of dread when he bent toward me and said, “You have young eyes, Jim. Tell me what you see.” He was speaking quietly enough for his voice to be inaudible to the rest of the crew, whose excitement on finding the island had now abated somewhat, and who were going about their business, or staring ahead, with a quiet concentration.

I took the telescope without a word and lifted it to my eye; the brass was still warm. There was a moment of plunging wildly from heaven to earth, then from wave to wave, before the dark mass of land settled in my sight. At this time I suppose we were still approximately half a mile offshore. Such a distance, at nighttime, would have been impenetrable had the moon not been shining so strongly above us. As it was, I saw everything simplified, but nevertheless with startling clarity. Here were the trees that had sheltered my father; this was the earth where he had left his footprints.

“Not in the hills,” breathed the captain, interrupting me. “On the shore. Look on the shore.”

I did as I was told, and swung down from the darkness of Spyglass Hill until I came to a long thicket, which continued from the top of one of the sandy knolls, spreading and growing taller as it went, until it reached the margin of a broad fen, through which several small streams and one larger river soaked their way into the Anchorage.

There was nothing else to it—no sign of life—and I pulled away past a band of more feathery trees until I came to a patch of open ground. The steady moonlight showed this to be dotted with what I first supposed to be large boulders. As I tightened the focus and looked again, it occurred to me that these shapes were in fact tree trunks that had been felled and left to rot, over an expanse of several acres. My heart immediately started to beat more quickly. It had been my father’s recollection, and the captain’s assumption, that only three maroons were left on the island when the Hispaniola had sailed away some four decades before. How could three men have done so much? More pertinently: why had they taken the trouble?

The answer began to emerge when my eye slid further toward the west. Hitherto this part of the island had been concealed behind the silhouette of Skeleton Island. Now our silent progress had brought us to the point where I saw it for the first time—and noticed a pale glow spreading along the foreshore, and out across the water toward the White Rock. I focused on this protuberance for a moment, finding it was topped with a shivering clump of what appeared to be large ferns, then went back to the island. The light was now creating long shadows and strange tricks of scale and perspective, but I could decipher more tree trunks lying among tufts of grass, and also ribbons of beaten earth that meandered here and there. It was not until I tracked several hundred feet still further to the west that the source of this light became obvious. I found a large bonfire, a regular blazing pyramid, such as people use to send messages across wide distances. But in this case there was no intention of communicating a meaning, since there was no expectation that anyone existed who might be able to receive it.

The fire had been set for the sole purpose of warming and lighting—but warming and lighting what, I could not decide. In so far as the leaping shadows and the narrowness of my view allowed, I made out a large central area, like a forum, surrounded by a wall made of pointed staves. To the eastern and western sides, like square wings, smaller compounds had been built; one seemed to contain several crosses, arranged higgledy-piggledy; the other was full of animals.

These I could easily interpret as a graveyard and some sort of farm pen—but the palisaded area between them was more puzzling. In the center rose a structure about twenty feet high, and shaped in elevation like a colossal fan; what purpose it served was obscure, since from my seaward position I could look only at the back. Beyond it, on the right-hand side of the square, stood a log house that was punctuated by tight windows and fronted with a veranda. Opposite, on the left-hand side of the square, was a building of equal size but much dingier—without windows, and only a kind of porch shielding the door. The first of these matched my father’s description of the cabin that had stood in his day, where Mr. Silver had made his negotiations. The second, I supposed, had been built more recently.

So much construction—almost a little village!—struck me as remarkable. Much more astonishing (and which I noticed in the same giddy instant as the buildings) was the number of people who flickered through the scene—the majority very dark-skinned, so far as I could tell. Several lounged, or sat, or sprawled on the ground around the more comfortable cabin; I happened to tighten my focus on them first, and received such a surprise that the telescope jumped against my eye.

Although occasional thin clouds drifted off the crown of the island, there was still enough moonlight for me to form a definite impression of everything I saw. Five or six of the people who had appeared to me were European, and the rest were not fellows at all but women, which I could tell because none of them wore a stitch of clothes on the top half of their bodies, and not much below; their skin seemed to glisten in the slippery light of the fire. All these women, where they were allowed to remain so, sat very still. The men, by contrast, behaved with wild abandon, lurching and dancing and suddenly toppling this way and that, which made me suppose they had found a way of making themselves drunk. One of them, in the few seconds that I looked at him, stripped off his belt and used it first to taunt a woman lying before him on the ground, then to bind her hands before flinging himself down on her.

I flinched at this, and immediately swung my lens toward another part of the stockade. But here I found scenes of an even greater barbarity, such as I cannot bring myself to describe. Women (in the same state of undress) fetching and carrying, or sitting in groups with their heads bowed. Barefoot urchin children scampering or trudging or sitting in ones and twos. Men in rags, some lying prostrate, others hobbling with such hopeless shambling fatigue, I knew they must be exhausted. Several dozen of them swam across my eye, appearing and disappearing like figures in a nightmare, as I tried to understand what I was seeing.

Before I could make any sensible decision, Natty was speaking to me. “There are people here?” she said; it was a question but delivered with such flatness it might as well have been a statement.

I lowered the telescope, and was wondering how best to answer her when the captain spoke for me.

“There seem to be, yes,” he said.

“I can see their fire,” said Natty.

“Yes, they have a fire,” I said, still numbed by what I had witnessed.

“And will they see us?” Natty asked. “Have the people seen us?”

This question brought me to my senses, and made me realize that I had been so compelled by everything I had discovered, I had not considered the question of my own visibility. Neither, apparently, had the captain—and now the danger had been pointed out to him, he hurriedly gave orders for yet more of our sails to be taken down as quietly as possible, so that we very soon came to an almost silent stop on the surface of the ocean. Although this emergency must have puzzled our shipmates, they had sufficient trust in their captain to do his bidding without question—and to go about their work very quietly, which he also commanded.

For a minute or two we hung still, scarcely daring to breathe, and wincing whenever the Nightingale gave one of her characteristic creaks or groans. It soon became clear, however, that the inhabitants of the island were so preoccupied, and so completely unprepared for visitors, that we were safe. Our silhouette, if it had been noticed at all, had been dismissed as a figment.

After a further interval, the captain himself confirmed this. Taking the telescope from my hand and putting it to his eye once more, he whispered, “Thank God.”

“We are safe?” I asked.

“We are safe.”

“What does it mean?” I continued, speaking very low. “What have we found?”

“I am not sure,” he said, in a distracted tone that showed that he was still concentrating on the stockade. “Not sure at all.”

Natty was not satisfied by this. “What are the people doing?” she said bluntly. The captain, who was again sweeping his telescope carefully to and fro, made us wait a long time before giving his reply—and, when it came, it was not precisely an answer.

“I have decided what we should do,” he said, suddenly compressing the telescope with a series of oily clicks. “We should give ourselves time.”

With this, the dreamlike slowness of the last several minutes ended and everything quickened again. The captain patted us both lightly on our shoulders, to make us feel we had done well as his advisers, then briskly returned to the wheel and ordered Bo’sun Kirkby to gather the men around him. They came as silently as ghosts, and when every face was fixed on his own, and all equally pale in the moonlight, the captain spoke to us in a peculiar sort of stern whisper, so that his voice would not carry across the water. “We shall not land here,” he said. “We shall head toward the northern part of the island, and arrive in a different place.”

A murmur arose when my shipmates heard this, because they had not seen everything that we had, and did not understand the extent of our danger. But the captain was very businesslike, no matter how softly he spoke. “Look sharp and not a word, if you please,” he said. “We don’t want to wake the mermaids that live here.” To show there would be no more discussion, he then took hold of the wheel and turned it several degrees, so that our prow began to swing from due west to northwest.

Treasure Island sank back into the darkness like an animal shrinking into its lair. Or perhaps I should say the Nightingale itself disappeared into the night, like a moth that had been drawn toward a flame but luckily escaped its heat. I found a place beside Natty on the port side, where I could imagine the breeze prowling across the exposed slopes of Spyglass Hill, and sighing through the fringe of its melancholy woods, as easily as I could hear the waves breaking against our prow. Because I feared that other dreadful events might be unfolding on the island, which the darkness benevolently hid from sight, I allowed myself to draw close to her as the moments passed, until at last our shoulders touched and a little warmth flowed between us. We said nothing. We were invisible. If anyone on dry land had looked in our direction, they would have seen empty waves riding toward them through the glow of their fire, then breaking in anarchy along the blade of their shore.
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Our Berth

I HAVE MENTIONED that my father was fond of describing Treasure Island as a dragon rearing on his hind legs. I might reasonably say, therefore, that as we traveled north on the last part of our journey, we left behind the belly of the creature and came toward the heart, where the ground was entirely overgrown with trees. The moonlight was not strong enough for me to see what kind they were, but when I cocked my ear to the wind, which was blowing offshore, I reckoned they must be Scots pine—making the high dry note that everyone recognizes.

After a further half an hour of sailing this whistling began to diminish—by which I knew the contours of the island must have folded into a valley. This was soon confirmed when a narrow inlet appeared on our horizon; a moment’s thought told me it must be the place where my father had found refuge, when he circumnavigated the island before his final confrontation with Mr. Silver.

As I realized this, I remembered that he had seen a very ancient and broken-down hulk lying in this same river mouth. The thought prompted me to interrupt Captain Beamish and ask permission to borrow his telescope again. When I had found my range, the estuary appeared to me in the half-light like the fulfillment of a promise, and so did the wreck. It had been a vessel of three masts, but had so long suffered the injuries of the weather, the hull was hung about with great webs of dripping seaweed, and flourished thick with flowers. It was a sad sight, but at least it showed the inlet was calm.

“We shall be safe here, sir,” I said to the captain.

“How can you be confident?” he asked me, peering into the gloom.

When I explained everything that I had just seen, the captain accepted my judgment, for which I admired him almost as much as I did for his skill in steering us comfortably across the whole Atlantic. He then called the crew around him again, and told them we had reached our destination. Their questions, which were largely concerned with the safety of the place, showed that by this time some stories had begun to circulate of what might be ahead of us. Although the men had seen no more than fires burning along the shore of the Anchorage, these flames had made them anxious—because their suggestion that a significant population lived on the island was entirely unexpected. The captain rallied them as vigorously as he could, saying that since the bonfire and the stockade were no longer visible, and no other lights had been seen traveling through the trees alongside us, it was fair to suppose our arrival had not been noticed. He ended by urging us to feel we might therefore enter the river mouth as cheerfully as children coming into their parents’ house.

This was enough to raise our spirits, but not to make us carefree. In fact as the sails were trimmed, and the Nightingale’s pace slowed to a dawdle again, Bo’sun Kirkby hung over the prow and quietly called out the depth so that we could avoid any sandbanks. But there were none to trouble us, and no other kind of difficulty. Our ship slotted as easily into the estuary as a key into a lock, with the rustle of bushes close on either side. I did not have any chance to discover what variety these were, but the leaves were generally glossy, and made a low squeaking sound as they were blown together by the breeze; although somewhat nervous seeming, this was not unpleasant, and gave a sense of lavishness and abundance.

My inspection ended with the splash of the anchor going down—which several sleepy birds thought a rude interruption, and criticized as they flew away through the undergrowth. This had the most striking effect on Spot, who had so far slept through our recent adventures at his place in the roundhouse. As the clamor died, he made his own contribution by uttering a sentence I did not know he had learned. “What to do? What to do?” he demanded, scraping his bill backward and forward across the bars of his cage. This provoked several of our shipmates to laugh aloud, and reply, “You tell me?” or “What indeed?”

The answer to Spot’s question was: wait until morning—which the captain soon told us. At this, Bo’sun Kirkby turned to Mr. Stevenson, our angular Scotsman, and ordered him to replace Mr. Tickle in the crow’s nest, and so become our eyes and ears for the night; he then recommended the rest of the crew to go belowdecks, and get the sleep they would need before tackling whatever the morning might bring.

I was about to follow when the captain called me back, and also Natty, and led us into the roundhouse. Here he draped a cloth over Spot’s cage so we would not be interrupted, and invited us to sit beside him while he pulled a silver flask from the pocket of his breeches. After taking a swig he passed it across to us. Natty swallowed a nip and so did I, and the rum licked through me like a tongue of fire. I then handed the flask back to the captain, who took another long mouthful before sliding it into his pocket again. With such small signs of celebration, and the air flapping as softly as muslin onto our faces through an open window, and the blossom on the bushes around us glowing like lamps in the moonshine, we might have been friends overstaying our welcome at an evening picnic.

Yet when the captain began speaking, his voice was very grave. “What do you think you saw there, Jim—back in the Anchorage?”

I was surprised to be asked so direct a question, having expected the captain would first give his own opinion.

“I am not sure, sir,” I said. “Men and women. Strange things.”

“And you, Nat, what did you see?” The captain used a gentler voice when speaking to Natty, which was his way of admitting who she was, without disheveling her disguise. I liked it because it showed loyalty to her and to her father at one and the same time.

“I saw their fire,” she said, with her usual straightforwardness. “Jim saw people.”

“Indeed,” said the captain. “People.”

“My father,” I added, wanting to make up for my uncertainty a moment before, “my father told me only three men were left on the island …”

“Three men,” Natty repeated. “No more than three.”

As she said this, I remembered my father telling me how, when he had left the island some forty years before, he had felt shocked by the sight of these men: Tom Morgan, a man named Dick, and another pirate whose name we did not remember. The three of them had been hunting in the undergrowth—distracted by the chase, my father supposed, and not aware they would soon be abandoned. Yet as the Hispaniola moved off through the narrows near the southernmost part of the island, they suddenly understood their fate and appeared all together on a spit of sand with their arms raised in supplication, begging to be taken back to England. He described it as a most pitiful sight, and had never forgotten any detail of it—including how, as the ship quickened on her course into open water, one of the three had glimpsed the desert of loneliness stretching before him; he had jumped to his feet, whipped his musket to his shoulder, and sent a shot burning over Mr. Silver’s head and through the mainsail.

These pictures glowed so vividly in my own mind, I could not help mentioning them to the captain and Natty—ending with the reflection that it had been a desperate act, performed by desperate men.

“And now more desperate still,” said the captain, “if my eyes are to be believed. But this does not explain what else was there—the women and the other men.”

Neither of us felt able to reply to this, and apparently the captain had no further thoughts of his own that he was willing to share. These other men and women must have arrived from across the sea, that was all we knew, and the majority of them were evidently in thrall to a few of them.

“We should investigate tomorrow,” I said.

“Or find our treasure and make our escape.” That was Natty’s opinion, or rather the possibility she offered—for when the captain replied, she quickly changed her ground.

“Those people we saw,” he said. “Several of them seemed to be slaves. They were certainly in difficulties.”

“Great difficulties,” I said. “Terrible difficulties.”

“Then we should investigate,” said Natty, after a pause.

“Certainly,” I said, to make my own feelings as clear as possible. “We should take a look at them at close quarters, and then decide what to do.”

The captain did not give his own opinion. Instead, he clapped his hands on his knees and levered himself to his feet. Peering through the open window to see what kind of weather we might find in the morning, he said that rain was coming, and we had best close up the roundhouse before we turned in. With that we also stood, and he solemnly shook us by the hand before bowing good night, calling the same to our watchman in the rigging above us, and disappearing toward his cabin. Natty and I soon followed without any more words being spoken. I like to think it was not fear or confusion that kept us silent, merely the longing for sleep, now the first part of our adventure was over.



Part III
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THE ISLAND
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The Other Side of the Island

WHEN I AWOKE it was no thanks to daylight creeping through our porthole, but the result of an immense cacophony around the Nightingale. I left Natty pulling the blanket over her ears and climbed on deck to find Captain Beamish standing with his arms akimbo, scowling in outrage. Because a thick mist still hung over the inlet, it was impossible to see exactly what creatures were responsible for the hubbub, only to be sure they felt their proximity to one another was so disagreeable, it must be condemned in a steady barrage of whistles, grunts, squawks, flaps, rattles, whoops, skirls, snaps, laughs and watery ululations. For a moment I thought these were sufficiently offensive to explain the captain’s annoyance. Then I understood more clearly. Had the island’s other human inhabitants wanted to creep up on us undetected, using the racket as a protection, they might easily have done so.

The captain need not have worried. Soon after the sun had risen, every creature forgot its reasons for feeling insulted and the rumpus ended—or at any rate was replaced by the gentler chirping of countless insects. As the air steadied, and the vapor thinned, our new world was revealed to us. Both banks of the river were covered by the foliage of extraordinary plants—all growing together so densely, with such profusion of blossom, that after the predominant blues and greens and grays of the previous weeks they seemed unnatural as well as delightful.

Most I had never encountered before—although here and there were ferns that seemed related to smaller varieties I knew at home: these had furry trunks rising to the height of a man, and the tendrils of a gigantic octopus. Also camellias and rhododendrons—with pink, white, yellow, red and purple flowers of astonishing size. As their mixture of scents intensified with the sun it became actually overpowering—so that I soon felt a touch delirious, and wondered whether I might have arrived in the country of the lotus-eaters.

While I continued in this state of wonder, the rest of the crew emerged from their sleep in dribs and drabs—and eventually Natty, rubbing her eyes in amazement. They were not allowed to remain in their dizzy state for long.

“Good morning, men, good morning,” said the captain, clapping his hands when everyone was assembled. He then called each of us by name, to make sure we had not been carried off by wild beasts in the night—and at the end almost lost his hat when a flock of birds skimmed very low over the Nightingale and flew fast out to sea. I had the chance to notice they were as large as widgeon, but with gold feathers across their wings and back, and bills that were blue as cobalt.

The captain began by telling the men a little of what he and I had seen through the telescope the previous evening: enough to let them understand we might be close to danger, but not so much that they might be daunted. They responded with a show of courage that did them credit—clapping one another on the back, and boasting they were afraid of nothing. The captain smiled very broadly when he saw this, and moved on to other matters. He told us he had studied our map during the night and realized the inlet was only a short distance from the place marked as the site of the silver; once again, he made no mention of the arms. He said this discovery turned what had felt like an inconvenience on the previous evening into something that seemed like good fortune now—except that we faced a dilemma. Put simply, it was this: should we send a party to retrieve the treasure, then slip away from the island as stealthily as we had come? Or should we investigate the area around Captain Kidd’s Anchorage, and intervene if we found that crimes were occurring there?

No sooner had the captain presented us with these questions than we answered them. He announced that four men would accompany him to the site of the silver, and to collect some fresh water (and if possible some fresh meat) for the Nightingale; some other men, including Mr. Allan, the cook, who was not built for exertion outside the galley, would stay behind to defend our ship if necessary, with Mr. Stevenson still glued to his lookout post; and a third party would trek south to spy on the stockade.

This third group apparently had the hardest task, since the way was uncertain and the outcome possibly dangerous. It was therefore a surprise to hear the captain decide that I should be a part of the expedition, along with Natty and Mr. Lawson, under the supervision of Bo’sun Kirkby. Mr. Lawson was a dainty fellow, as I have already noticed—but taciturn, and for that reason I had not spoken to him much during our voyage. I now looked on him as someone who might shortly have my life in his hands—but he avoided my eye; his face was badly scarred with smallpox, which I thought explained his shyness.

After considering for a moment, I understood the captain had made these divisions of labor in order that our duties should be more or less equal, and everyone should feel they were somehow responsible for the safety of us all. It seemed a sensible way of keeping us linked together, even when we were separate. If the captain had known a half of what I was about to see, I am sure he would have chosen differently and decided to keep me and Natty on board.

When the arrangements were settled, we set about fueling ourselves with water and biscuits and apples, while collecting enough of the same to last a day’s march. The captain also provided, from the chest in his cabin where they had been locked before we left London, a short sword for each of us, and a pistol for himself and Bo’sun Kirkby. The allocation of these items was undertaken with the formality of a solemn rite. The captain did not need to say that our weapons should be used only in extremity, nor did Bo’sun Kirkby have to support this by giving a speech of his own. One look from his badger’s face, and I understood my duty was not to be courageous, but to be quiet.

The two parties disembarked at the same time, clambering down ropes over the side of the Nightingale then rowing the short distance to shore in our jolly-boat. I saw as I descended that the submerged part of our hull was covered in brilliant green weed; it was very slimy to the touch, and I thought must have attached itself as we came into the warmer waters around the island.

This was the first time for six or seven weeks that I had stepped onto dry land—if you can call it land when the ground bubbles, and wobbles, and shows an insatiable desire to take the boot off a foot. After so many days of rolling decks and plunging seas, even this degree of solidity was extremely strange, and brought on such a fit of giddiness that as I reached the vegetation I actually sank to my knees. This disappointed me, because I had meant to enjoy the moment I came to stand in my father’s footsteps at last. Instead I could only think how wildly everything was heaving around me, as if the whole earth were suffering a convulsion. The consolation was seeing a small orange lizard, which seemed to have a divided tail, look me straight in the eye. I had never seen such a strange creature in my life before, but it vanished so quickly I thought I might have invented it, and therefore said nothing to any of my party.

After we had shaken hands with the captain and wished him good luck, I watched him and his men disappear into the undergrowth—and heard what I thought must have been a kind of macaw give an opinion of their prospects. It ended with a derisive laugh. No sooner had this faded than a similar verdict was shouted in our own direction: a riotous outburst of mirth and sneering, that was suddenly interrupted by a series of loud and clumsy-sounding scuffles.

I shall return to these noises—as they also returned to me—in a little while. At the beginning of our journey, it was the communication of plants rather than animals that most preoccupied me. The rasp of leaves against our arms as we pushed uphill from the river; the soft explosion of tubers under our shoes; the squelch of wet grasses as we sank into slushy ground and pulled free.

In several places the vegetation was so densely woven together we had to crawl forward on our hands and knees, taking it in turns to grapple with the tendrils of vines and other obstacles. Mr. Lawson, being small, might have shown the initiative here, but seemed nervous of what he might find. Natty immediately took his place, and showed such adeptness in making our path that she became the leader we all preferred. To see her slither like an eel through tangled roots, and spring like a cat across the barriers of fallen trees, and worry like a dog at the knots of branches, made me think she must be a compendium of God’s creatures.

The reward for our persistence was to emerge, as soon as we left the valley, into the pine wood we had previously seen (or more properly heard) in darkness from the deck of the Nightingale. The contrast was wonderful, especially since the trees were impressive specimens, with some standing fifty feet, some nearer seventy feet high. To walk between them was a delight, and also very easy, since the ground was covered with a bed of needles that was smooth as a carpet.

We now began to make rapid progress, which should have lifted our spirits. Yet as we pressed ahead a peculiar nervousness began to settle on us again. This was due to the scuffling sound I have already mentioned. My first thought was: it must be some kind of small deer that was native to the island, since the noise was always accompanied by a sense of speed. But as we pressed deeper into the pine forest, where there was no underbrush, this seemed unlikely. And the more unlikely it became, the more frightening the noise seemed—until our fear suddenly turned into amazement.

We had stopped to drink a mouthful of water from our flasks, and so for a moment were unusually silent, when we saw the treetops ahead of us shake violently, then open to reveal a red squirrel bounding toward us. A red squirrel quite unlike any I had seen in England, for the simple reason that it was ten times larger—the size of a spaniel, in fact—and apparently not at all well suited to its treetop existence. For as long as the creature did not see us, it blundered through the high branches, shaking down a shower of needles and twigs, and sometimes snapping off small branches; when we did come to its attention, it careered away at the fastest possible speed, causing as much damage as a miniature tornado.

Although I felt almost stupid with astonishment, I nevertheless reckon this was the moment I first accepted a truth that had already begun to occur to me on the Nightingale: namely, that Treasure Island was the home to several creatures that were not to be found anywhere else in the world, let alone in England. Although this excited me very much, and made me feel there was a reason other than treasure for being where we were, it did not change my mood entirely. There was too much uncertainty in what else might be lurking around us, and too much fear of what more definitely lay ahead.

Judging by their faces, my companions felt the same. Once their pleasure in seeing the squirrel had faded, and the creature itself had thrashed off into the distance, I saw Bo’sun Kirkby fall into a melancholy stoop. I knew a part of the reason must be that he felt anxious about what we would find in the stockade. But I also suspected that he was influenced by our surroundings—by the drab country that opened in front of us as the pine forest ended. This was made of bare slopes, colored a uniform slate gray, that undulated like a frozen sea until they formed the foothills of the Spyglass, which ran up sheer on every side, then suddenly ended as if it had been hacked by an enormous ax.

The effect was extremely alarming, and found a natural accompaniment in the music we now began to notice—the boom of surf breaking along the shore on our left-hand side. When I first heard its thunder and foam, and the seabirds crying as they dived into its scrambling rollers, I immediately remembered my father saying how much he had come to hate Treasure Island. He insisted he never saw the sea quiet around its shores. The sun might dazzle overhead, the air be without a breath, the sky smooth and blue, but still these great rollers would be running along the eternal coast, thundering by day and night; he did not believe there was a spot on the island where a man could be out of earshot of their noise, and complained always about their poisonous brightness—the same that I now saw myself, as spray-light bounced off the rocks and boulders.

Whether Natty compared her own impressions with her father’s, I could not tell. She had spoken so sparingly of Mr. Silver since leaving England, it was not clear how much was strange to her, and how much she recognized. All I know is: she kept very silent as we continued across our shaly floor, with her shoulders slumped and her eyes fixed on the ground, as though she were being pulled forward by an invisible force. Whenever she shook off its authority, she dropped into place at my side and threw me a look that seemed like a request to confirm something she had just asked—but I had never heard the question.

After half an hour of this, during which we skirted the edge of Spyglass Hill and began a slow descent toward the southeast corner of the island, our suspicions deepened. The ground here was more fertile, and we found large stretches of azalea, mainly red and purple, with a few thickets of green nutmeg trees that mixed their spice with the aroma of the flowers. The effect would have been delicious if the walking had been easier; as it was, we picked a way around the bushes with some difficulty—and almost every footstep provoked a prodigious amount of scrambling and flapping from the creatures we disturbed in their lairs.

Sometimes we caught a glimpse of feather or fur, and these sightings tended to confirm that here at least we were unlikely to meet something larger than ourselves. On one occasion, however, as we paused in a patch of open ground, we heard a different and much more alarming sound. At first it was almost indistinguishable from silence—yet seemed a heightened sort of silence, rising from deep within one of the larger bushes. Slowly this sound developed, becoming first a soft scratching, then a definite shaking rustle. A part of me thought it might be some sort of spirit—a spirit of the place, if you like—but I could not entertain this idea for long, and told Natty and the rest that it must be a monkey. They gave me a blank look. We had neither seen nor heard a trace of monkeys elsewhere on the island. Certainly, whatever it was had the ability to move through thick undergrowth at great speed. If it had been impelled by fear, as seemed likely, I did not like to think how intense that fear must have been.

In later life I have often the chance to notice that people who discern a particular mood in others will soon feel it in themselves. So it was with us, as silence settled around us again. Hitherto on our march, any feelings of dread or sadness had been assuaged by self-congratulation: we were equal to the task our captain had assigned us. Now we were near our goal, I could not feel so optimistic. I knew in my heart that what I had already glimpsed in the stockade was enough to justify all the horror I felt growing inside me.

For this reason, it was a relief that Bo’sun Kirkby began to lead us much more carefully, repeatedly holding up his hand like a scout to indicate when we should halt in file behind him. As it turned out, we faced a more immediate danger than any we knew. For as we continued to creep forward, we suddenly found ourselves at the edge of what I can only call a ravine. My first indication of this was seeing our bo’sun fling out his arms and lurch wildly. When I leaned forward to offer him a hand (he gave me a scowl that said my help was not necessary), I saw over his shoulder a horrible gash in the earth, as if God himself had scratched a fingernail across his creation. It was not wide—only about six or seven feet—but about forty deep, with extraordinarily smooth sides that were interrupted here and there by saplings sprouting from small fissures and ledges. Jagged stones lay on the bottom, green with damp, and also the white rib cage of a large goat, or perhaps a pig.

A very peculiar sort of air rose from this ravine, which produced a feverish sensation of cold and damp as it entered my lungs. Natty must have felt it too, for while I was still intent on looking, she put her hand on my arm and urgently led me away—led us all away, in fact, so that we continued our descent along a path that ran a good distance away from any risk of falling. I say path, but in truth there was no such thing, only a floor of roots coated with moss, and clumps of flowers the same color as bluebells, but like celandines in their shape.

At another time, I would have relished the chance to botanize among them; now, after we had continued for another minute or so, I found the wilderness had suddenly ended, and was crisscrossed by a number of tracks, some running true and purposeful, others circling as though they described the movements of someone who had no idea of where they wanted to be. Because we reckoned these had been made by human feet, and meant we might soon be discovered, we were very glad the ground cover soon changed yet again, and concealed us inside a thick belt of rhododendron. Here we gratefully dropped onto our hands and knees, and took shelter in the darkness under their leaves.

Once we had got our breath, Bo’sun Kirkby pressed down a branch so that we were able to look ahead. Imagine a child opening a book written in a language of which he speaks almost nothing. Just such a book is what I saw when I looked a hundred yards down the slope ahead. I mean I saw confusion. Confusion slowly settling and resolving. The stockade, for example: I recognized that. Also the cleared area, and the cemetery, and the farm pen. Further off, a quarter-mile beyond the stockade, the marshes had been drained, and rice was growing in small fields divided by low mud walls.

All these things suggested order and were therefore reassuring. But then my eyes lifted toward Captain Kidd’s Anchorage, and I found the entire harbor blighted by the wreck of a large sailing ship. She was a very desolate sight, lolling four-square against the backdrop of Skeleton Island, with the neat little obstacle of the White Rock shaking its fronds fifty years astern. Her decks were as bare as one of the prison hulks I had often seen in the Thames at home, with all the masts and rigging torn away. Her hull was split in two and many of its planks were broken or missing. It may sound extravagant, but this ruin spread a pall of misery across everything that lay round about: whatever catastrophe had brought her to the Anchorage still lurked within her timbers like a tyrant in his castle.

Why did I feel this so certainly? Because of what I saw when I looked more carefully at the stockade. I reckoned it must be fifty yards long, and fifty wide. On either side of the open ground were the two log houses, one much better built than the other, with a shack leaning against its sidewall for a purpose I could not immediately decide. Midway between them, and occupying the heart of the place, rose the large fan shape I had previously seen from the Nightingale. Now that I was looking from the landward side I could see it resembled a court—with a chair (or throne) in the center, a dock below, and on either side two benches that might be filled by a jury and an audience.

I might not have so soon deduced the purpose of this structure, had it not been in use—and as I began to comprehend this use, I also understood why other activities in the camp were all suspended. Seated on the bare ground before the court, and arranged into separate rows of men and women, were the Negro inhabitants of the island that yesterday I had seen suffering at the hands of their white-skinned masters. They were even more shabbily dressed than I had thought—wearing rags where clothes covered them at all—and all wretchedly thin and slumped and dejected. Even the few children struggling free of their mothers’ arms had a listlessness that made them seem sickly. Sickly and terrified, since very often their rambles were blocked by the five or six white men (though their skins were very stained with dirt) who wandered around the compound. These men held long bamboo sticks, which they occasionally slapped against their legs with a menacing insouciance—or poked into the shoulders and backs of those huddled at their feet.

Natty, who lay beside me so quietly I had not even heard her breathing, now turned to look at me: our faces were inches apart. A leaf fragment had glued to her cheek, but in the movement of her skin when she whispered to me, it fell off.

“Is this a trial?” she said.

I nodded.

“Who are these people? Where have they come from?”

I gave a grimace and a shrug, which told her that I did not know, then said, “The ship?”

Natty frowned, but slowly, to show she thought this was a possibility—then we resumed our watching.

At the distance of some thirty yards, we were too far off to hear exactly what was being said. The general sense, however, was easy to understand. In the high throne sat, or rather lounged, a judge—a large, foul-looking villain with a greenish cocked hat on his head and a fuzz of gray hair reaching as far as his shoulders. Directly beneath him, and previously unnoticed because he stood very still, was a figure in absolute contrast. This fellow wore sailor’s trousers, a shirt that had once been white but was now brown as a biscuit, and a short blue jacket that flapped open to reveal a sword at his waist. His face showed a complete lack of expression and was as pale as a cadaver’s—except for a russet smear that ran across his throat.

I assumed this must be some trick of the light, and turned instead to look at the accused. This wretch stood lowest of all in the construction, with his hands tied in front, and his eyes switching between the companions sitting on the ground before him, and a third and very confused-looking pirate, who paraded before the empty right-hand bench, tossing out occasional remarks and otherwise mumbling to himself; he wore a very battered old hat, with one of its cocks fallen down, and a handkerchief underneath to protect his neck from the sun. I thought by the way this man swayed against the rail that ran alongside him that he was probably drunk.

The whole spectacle was so sordid in its parody of justice, and so genuinely menacing, my first instinct was to scramble away, and return as fast as possible to the Nightingale. To judge by the soft groan she gave, Natty shared my feelings. We all did, I am quite certain. Yet we were bound to stay—to spare ourselves the risk of discovery, and because we were caught (though I am loath to admit it) in a web of fascination. What were we about to see?

I did not have to wait long to find out. As though he had suddenly tired of hearing so much mumbling from his “barrister,” the judge abruptly hauled himself upright in his seat, clapped his hands, and barked loudly enough for his words to carry to our hiding place: “Enough, Mr. Jinks. I have heard enough.”

A gasp rose from the Negroes crouching on the ground, which made their guards move among them more quickly, lashing out with their sticks like boys knocking the heads off nettles. The meaning of this sound was entirely clear. It was a gasp of terror and disgust.

Everything now followed with a sickening appearance of regularity. The judge straightened himself once more, so that he was almost erect in his place, and shook his hair away from his face. He then leaned forward, tapped the white-faced fellow below him on the shoulder with his right hand, and with his left drew a line across his own throat.

The noise of the crowd now changed from gasping to groaning, despite the blows whipping down on them. The cadaverous man paid no attention. He descended the rickety steps of the court until he had reached the accused in his dock, then seized him roughly by the arm and dragged him forward until they stood side by side on solid ground. The contrast between them was dreadful to see. One slim and pale and passionless, but with a shine of purpose about him; the other dark and skeletal, with his knees pressed together and his head sunk between his bare shoulders.

The moment held them—and in my memory has never ended. In truth it finished soon enough, with the white man grasping the other by his wiry hair and forcing him to kneel, then drawing his sword with a flourish, pausing in an attitude of monstrous relish, then sweeping it downward. While it fell, a great cloud of birds rose from the shore beyond him, screaming and circling in the air. The blade sliced through the victim’s neck as if it were made of water.

All the breath left my own body in the same instant, and as my head sank forward I found myself looking closely at the earth—at the grains of mud, the leaves, the roots wriggling through the soil. This had the strange effect of making me feel I was a child, seeing the miracles of the world for the first time, with no sense of separation between them and myself. A moment later, being more than a child, I could not help looking upward again. The body had collapsed sideways and was curled like a brown shrimp, with the head lying separately, a foot apart. The executioner, whose face was still entirely without expression, then thrust the tip of his sword into the flesh of the cheek to mangle it, before hoisting his trophy toward those still seated—or rather now cringing—at his feet.

Their sorrow rose and fell in a ragged wave, but his only response was to lift his chin and leer at them—which allowed us to see the long shadow across his own throat was in fact a scar. It ran from ear to ear, and made him seem like a man who had been killed, but refused to die.

“Now you may get back to work,” he squawked, in a high and finicky voice. “All of you. Back to work.” The guards immediately began swinging their long sticks, and made sure the order was obeyed.
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Scotland

I SAID NOTHING—NONE of us did. I lay still—so did we all. But my silence and stillness revolted me, since they made everything I had just witnessed seem bearable. Where was my defiance, my outrage, my disgust? What had I begun, when I stole the map from my father? What had I become, stepping onto the island?

It was a strange kind of fortune that dragged me away from such questions. For while they were still fuming in my mind, Bo’sun Kirkby began to wriggle backward through the undergrowth, beckoning us to follow. When I saw his eyes wide with fear, and remembered how steady he had been on the Nightingale, and also during our march toward the stockade, I did not need any further encouragement. He was a man who understood danger, and knew when it must be avoided.

While we were still close to the pirates, our escape was very slow because we did not want to draw attention to ourselves. But the moment we felt sure we would not be noticed, the bo’sun slapped Mr. Lawson on the back, and the two of them set off as fast as their legs could carry them. I seized Natty’s hand and we also dashed away—but in a wild zigzag, as though we expected bullets to strike us. For the next several minutes the only noise was our shoes pounding the earth, and our hearts thundering in our chests.

As I ran, all manner of questions began bubbling into my brain. We had seen a grotesque sort of trial, but what of the judge, the prosecutor and the executioner? Most probably they were the three maroons, who had been left on the island when the Hispaniola departed. What of the guards, then, and the prisoners? What kind of society had they made, that depended on cruelty? I could not be sure. I needed calm and the opinion of others to make a complete picture. Until I found them, I reckoned I would do better to remain as I was: like a fleeing animal.

After a few hundred yards we stopped again, beside a monstrous old azalea bush that had grown to the size of a church. We were not able to speak, but stood in a circle with our hands on our knees, panting until we had recovered our breath. If we hoped we would find our confidence at the same time, we were disappointed. For before we were quite ourselves again, Bo’sun Kirkby suddenly cupped his ear.

“What’s that?” he whispered.

All my senses quickened: every gleam of sunlight on the leaves around us seemed to be the blade of a sword, every scuffling bird the footstep of an enemy.

“Ssssh,” hissed Kirkby, as if even these thoughts were outrageously loud.

In the deeper silence that followed, I caught a faint disturbance on the air, traveling from a distance I could not easily estimate. Not a human noise, I thought at first—more like the chattering of a creature. It seemed quite unselfconscious, which made me think it must come from some kind of rabbit, or hedgehog, that was feeding among the bushes. The longer it continued, however, the more strongly I became convinced that it was not so much careless as involuntary, and might therefore be the sound of terror.

Bo’sun Kirkby beckoned to us very cautiously, and we crept forward again, skirting the huge shrub that had blocked our way, and finding what appeared to be a foot-worn path among a belt of smaller bushes. When the bo’sun next raised his hand, we gathered around him in dread of what we might find, but also with relief that our suspense was almost over. Mr. Lawson, I remember, took a handkerchief from his pocket and mopped his face; he did this very gingerly, as if the scars on his skin were still painful to him.

“What?” I asked the bo’sun, as quietly as possible.

He did not reply, but pointed and put one hand across his mouth. On the path ahead a large hole gaped open. We stepped toward it in line, taking strength from one another, and peered in. It was about twelve feet deep and ten wide, square cut, with a few small stones and feeble roots protruding from its sides. A litter of branches and crumpled brown bracken leaves, which had evidently once been a kind of roof, now covered the floor.

If any of us had been inclined to speak, we would have done better to call it a “pit” than a “hole,” and better still to say “trap” than “pit.” For a trap is what it was. And if it had originally been made with a view to capturing animals that might be killed and eaten, it had just as effectively caught a man. A Negro whom I saw must until recently have been among the prisoners in the stockade. He was now cowering on all fours, coated in dust and dirt and throwing up pitiful looks. The sound we had heard was his whimpering.

Because we were so astonished to see him, we stared for much longer than was kind—and watched the terror in his face change to bafflement, then to curiosity, then to a nervous hopefulness. The terrible noise of his fear stopped, and he stood up. A man about twice my age, but my own height and very thin, with bruises on his shoulders and back, and a shaven head that was also covered in scabs and cuts. He was barefoot and naked to the waist, and the number seven had been branded onto his right shoulder. The skin of this wound shone almost purple in the black skin surrounding it.

All of us now suddenly remembered our better selves, and leaned down so that we could pull him out of his abyss. It happened that my hand was one of those he jumped up to grasp, and the roughness of his palm shocked me; it might as well have been the root of a tree. After a quick scramble he was standing among us. Standing over us, I should say, since he was taller than I had supposed—until his legs folded and he sat down, whereupon Natty offered him her water flask. He drank from it greedily, then poured a splash over his scalp. As this trickled down, it revealed a handsome face, although his cheeks were sunk with hunger, and flecked with numerous small scars and scratches.

Bo’sun Kirkby was the first to break the silence, indicating we should also sit, to show that we were equals. “We are friends,” he said—very slowly, as if he did not expect to be understood.

“Where are you from?” the answer came back, in an accent I recognized to my amazement as Scottish.

“England,” I joined in.

“Your name is England?”

“We are from England,” I said. “From London.”

“My name is Scotland.”

After so much anxiety, the comedy of these confusions seemed greater than it was, and we all broke into laughter—which Bo’sun Kirkby stopped by speaking in a voice hardly louder than a whisper.

“Your name is Scotland,” he repeated, then began pointing to us in turn as he continued. “My name is Kirkby, William Kirkby. This is Mr. Lawson, this is Master Jim, and this Nat Silver. We are from England. Our ship is anchored at the northern end of the island, where we have other men waiting.” As he finished, we bent forward to shake hands, Natty being the last to do so and leaving her fingers in Scotland’s grip for a second or two longer than the rest of us.

As she relinquished him, she asked the question that was in all our minds: “What is this? What are you doing here?”

“I was trying to escape,” Scotland said in his rolling brogue—and gave a hopeless shrug. “Impossible, of course.”

“Escape from the stockade, you mean? But where?”

“Anywhere,” came the answer. Then, like a weary afterthought: “I knew I would have to return to them soon enough.”

“And this …” Natty paused, unable to decide how best to describe the trap. “This thing. This pit. It was dug to prevent escapes?”

“To stop escapes, yes. And to catch animals. It’s all the same. They would have found me eventually.”

“Surely not!” Bo’sun Kirkby broke in, as though he thought Scotland’s tyrants might have considered eating him, if they had reached the trap before us. “Well, well. You have no more reason to be frightened. We have rescued you.”

This was spoken in a very open-seeming and friendly spirit, but I could not help noticing that nothing had so far been said about our original reason for coming to the island. When Scotland followed these introductions by turning to each of us in turn, and fixing us with his large eyes as though to make a judgment about our trustworthiness, I thought that he too might be holding things in reserve. He did not show the exuberant gratitude of someone who feels that he has been entirely saved, but remained quiet and watchful.

I would like to think it was respect for this discretion, and not any baser motive, that prevented us from immediately bombarding Scotland with questions. The truth is: we still feared that men from the stockade might stumble on us and make us their prisoners. For this reason, we did no more than ask him whether he would return with us to the Nightingale.

“To work for you?” he wanted to know, but we assured him he would come with us as a friend, which was how we then continued.

Because Scotland had shown signs of exhaustion so soon after escaping his trap, I suspected we might have to carry him, or assist him in some other way. But his weakness was only a kind of cramp, and quickly disappeared. As we moved out of the undergrowth, and began the part of our trek that lay across the open shale and into the pine woods, he fell into step beside Bo’sun Kirkby and spoke to us easily.

Scotland, it transpired, was so called because, after his removal from Africa, he had worked from a young age on an estate in Jamaica which had been owned by a gentleman who had been born in Edinburgh and had run his business with the help of fellow countrymen, whose accents had influenced Scotland’s own. When this man died childless, his estate was sold along with Scotland and the other slaves that lived on it. This new owner, it seemed, was converting the ground to a different kind of agriculture, and required fewer men to work.

In any event, Scotland and a party of some fifty other slaves (men and women, elderly and children) found themselves on a ship bound from Jamaica to a more western part in the Bay of Mexico. At some point in this journey their ship ran into a storm, was blown off her course, lost a mast, almost found a berth in Davy Jones’s locker, and eventually was wrecked on Treasure Island along with the sailors, guards and suchlike that had also been aboard.

This ship was the Achilles, which we had seen in the Anchorage by Skeleton Island. Scotland indicated that when she had run aground about five years previously, he thought at first the winds of fate must have blown him to freedom, or at least into a place where he might be able to arrange a different kind of existence with his guards. From the way he explained this, I knew that he came from a family that expected to assume the responsibilities of leadership, and had retained this role during his enslavement.

Scotland said that his hopes of freedom were crushed as soon as he reached the island—because the slaves had landed in the exact spot where the maroons had made their camp. As I heard this, I remembered that when the wreck occurred, these maroons must previously have lived in solitude for almost thirty-five years—which gave me some idea of how wild they might have become. In any event, it was clear from Scotland’s account that they had very quickly suborned the ten guards who survived the storm, and made them instruments of their will in subjugating the slaves. These poor wretches then became victims of the most barbarous appetites imaginable.

As we digested this information, Bo’sun Kirkby wanted to know how well armed the tyrants might be—which struck me as a sensible question, given the revenges we were already beginning to contemplate. Scotland replied that there were swords aplenty, and a few guns and rifles. These firearms, however, were very little used, since the weather on the island had made them rusty, and the original stores of powder and bullets were anyway almost exhausted.

This might have been a kind of comfort to us, except that Scotland then insisted any kind of weapon would be less fearsome than the men themselves. I understood from this that he meant the headman, Smirke (which was the name of the lounging beast I had seen in the judge’s chair), the executioner, Stone, and their lackey, Jinks, were all so absolutely depraved, they kept the whole community in a state of passive terror. The maroons might be some sixty years old, but their demands and desires had been violently increased by their long isolation from humanity, and were insatiable. This thought alarmed me so much, I did not immediately appreciate the small mystery in what Scotland had told us. I mean: that the names these men used were not the same as those I had heard from my father. I could only assume that Smirke was the anonymous pirate, and that Tom Morgan and Dick had both chosen a new moniker which they thought suited their new life; Dick, I thought, was probably Jinks—for no better reason than the two sounds resembled one another—and Tom Morgan was Stone.

I kept those thoughts to myself, since they seemed trivial in comparison to what Scotland had forced us to consider—and felt all the more justified in doing so when I noticed that as Scotland reached this part of his story, his pace begin to slow and his footsteps to grow more erratic. I might almost say he staggered, as if remembering the weight of blows and other suffering he had endured. For five years there had been desperate labor for the imprisoned men, who were always viciously oppressed by beatings and insults of every kind; for five years there had been degradation for the women, who were deemed to exist for no reason except the pleasure of their masters; for five years there had been neglect for the children (even those whose fathers were their tormentors); and for five years there had been such impoverishment for the elderly, they passed their time begging that it would soon be at an end.

It was impossible to hear Scotland speak of such things and not feel compelled to show some signs of reassurance—which now we did. Mr. Lawson set aside his shyness and became very eloquent with his sympathy; Bo’sun Kirkby and I patted Scotland on the arms, and said what we could. Natty took both his hands and rubbed them tenderly between her own. Scotland did not appear to notice any of these things, or to feel any good effect from them, but only produced more instances of the horror he had endured until his voice began to fail. Eventually he pulled away from us entirely, covered his face with his hands, drew to a halt, and wept.

By this stage on our march we had reached the backbone of the island and were among the pine trees, with the bare flanks of Spyglass Hill now falling behind us. By the standards of Treasure Island it was a kindly place, where the only surprising sounds were made by the squirrels as they crackled through their high branches. Although it would have been callous to say aloud that these things might benefit Scotland, I could not help but think so.

Whether Natty felt as I did was impossible to say. Ever since we had rescued Scotland her face had become closed, which was characteristic when she was debating a difficult question with herself. I knew her well enough to feel sure that if I tested her quietness, she would lock herself away even more securely. For this reason, I had tramped beside her in silence during the last mile or so.

Now, as Scotland began to recover, wiping a hand over his face and clearing his throat for conversation again, Natty seemed to have reached the end of her deliberations. She stepped forward and laid her right hand on his shoulder, where the smooth honey color of her skin made Scotland seem all the darker and more injured with bruises. In my mind’s eye, I saw her father lying on his bed in London, with Natty nuzzling his face. There was the same feeling of intimacy.

“You are safe now; you are safe now,” Natty said, as if she were speaking to him in private.

Instead of comforting Scotland, this seemed to jolt him; he rounded on Natty and stared at her with wide eyes; his face was glistening with tears.

“We are not the same,” he said.

“But my mother …” Natty began—and then paused; she did not know whether to finish her sentence.

“We are not the same,” Scotland said again after a painful interval. “You cannot understand.”

Natty withdrew her hand. “We will look after you,” she said, in the same crooning voice.

“I have a wife!” Scotland said. “She is still there.”

Now it was Natty’s turn to seem startled, asking, “Where?”—as though Scotland might have meant Africa.

Scotland did not answer her directly, but kept with the story he had just begun. “We escaped from Smirke and the others together,” he said. “We ran into the bushes. But things separated us.”

“What things?” Natty wanted to know.

“We were confused,” Scotland told her. “We had no idea where to be safe. Then I was trapped.”

“Where is she now?” said Natty, returning to her original question. “Inside the stockade?” She seemed to have recovered from her surprise, and sounded nothing more than reasonable.

Scotland nodded again. “Inside the stockade. If that is what you call it. We have another word.”

Bo’sun Kirkby could not help asking what other word this might be, but when Scotland rolled his eyes, showing he was not inclined to spell out something so obvious, I thought it best to put a different question.

“How long have you been married?” I said. “I did not think …”

“You thought it might not be allowed?” Scotland’s interruption proved this subject was no easier for him. He lifted his head and looked at me proudly. “Well, you are right. She is my wife to me, as I am a husband to her. What the law says is no matter to us.”

“We will find her,” I told him, more in hope than conviction, but with sufficient force to bring our exchange to an end. When I looked around at the others I saw they were nodding in agreement—Bo’sun Kirkby and Mr. Lawson with a sincerity that proved they shared my embarrassment at not being able to put Scotland more quickly at his ease.

Scotland himself had his own solution to this awkwardness, which was to bow his head briefly against Natty’s shoulder, and close his eyes. I told myself this was only a sign of gratitude, and meant to include us all—but when he opened them again and looked into her face, I saw a kind of recognition pass between them, in spite of what he had said a moment before. I have to admit this perturbed me, and I was on the point of urging us onward again, when Nature herself came to my rescue. Five or six yards away, perched quite still in the shade of a pine tree, and watching us with eyes as dark as plums, was another of the squirrels we had seen earlier in the day.

This specimen was larger than the first, almost the size of a small pony, and with fur of such deep and glowing redness it might have been made of embers. Bo’sun Kirkby saw it in the same instant as I did, and by the sound of him felt as grateful as I was to have this distraction.

“Damn my lamps,” he said softly. “What have we here?”

The creature was not in the least alarmed by the sound of his voice, which made me think it had seen so few people, it did not know how dangerous we are. I felt sure of this when I saw Natty take hold of a pine cone that lay on the ground close to her, and roll it forward as though beginning a game. The animal allowed the cone to follow its curving course then stop within easy reach, whereupon it picked up the gift, raised it to its nose, considered for a moment, then replaced it carefully on the ground with a distinctly apologetic air. When this was done it clasped its two front legs—which I might call hands, except their nails were thin and yellow and pointed—and gave a comical sort of bow. Mr. Lawson, who had been chuckling throughout this performance, bowed back, which the squirrel appeared to think was permission to depart. He dropped silkily onto all fours and, with a speed that seemed truly astonishing because of his large bulk, scaled the pine tree behind him with a loud scratching noise, and rustled into the canopy and disappeared.

Scotland, when I turned back to him, was smiling broadly; the tears had dried on his cheeks, and the sad anger had lifted.

“You have seen this before?” I asked.

“The squirrels?” he said, rolling the “r”s very impressively. “Yes, there are plenty of them about.”

“We have squirrels in England,” I told him, “but this size”—and held up my hands to show what I meant.

“Very small!” Scotland stretched his eyes.

“No!” said Natty. “Here they are very big. Gigantic!”

Scotland shrugged, as if to prove he was quite used to things being strange—which put a further question in my mind.

“Tell us,” I said, “what are the other animals on the island, and the birds?”

Scotland spread his hands wide, palms upward; this allowed us to see how pale they were, and also how deeply scarred and wrinkled. “Plenty of birds,” he said. “Plenty, plenty of birds, and plenty of animals. The doo-dah.”

We were listening hard now, craning forward since we thought he might be about to surprise us. When he said “doo-dah,” my first thought was he meant something like “et cetera.”

“Tell us about the doo-dah,” said Natty, which showed that she already understood him better than the rest of us.

“Big bird,” said Scotland, stretching out his arms. “No wings.”

“A big bird that cannot fly,” said Natty for the sake of clarity.

Scotland nodded vehemently. “Cannot fly, but easy to catch. People like the doo-dah.”

Compared to everything else we had seen and thought and said in the last several hours, this exchange seemed very pleasant, and persuaded us that we now liked the doo-dah as well. We liked it so much, in fact, we made it the reason for continuing our march, in the hope that we might find an example as we went.

From this point, as happens with journeys of all kinds, our way seemed much shorter and easier than it had done when we were setting out. Within thirty minutes we had left the pine woods and come to the luscious undergrowth that led down to the Nightingale. And within another ten we had trampled through those thick leaves, and found the mudbank where we could hail our jolly-boat and so climb back on deck and be dry again.

Just as we reached the shore, and saw our captain looking toward us, with his cocked hat on his head and his large face creasing into a frown as he noticed Scotland among our party, Natty laid her hand on my arm in that tender way she had, which made my heart quicken.

“The doo-dah,” she said. “You realize they eat it. That is why everyone likes it.”
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The History of the Maroons

CAPTAIN BEAMISH WATCHED our approach, no doubt puzzled by how we had added to our party, but still interested in our safe arrival. If I had ever doubted his qualities, I should have known him for a good man the minute we stepped on deck. Instead of showing any suspicion of Scotland or interrogating him, he threw an old shirt across his shoulders and led him into the roundhouse, where he ordered Mr. Allan to send up food and drink—explaining to us, after he had done so, that he had found plentiful fresh water and fruit on the island to add to our supplies. Spot, whose cage was attached to its usual place, seemed happy to have so much company gathered around him, and clearly announced, “Welcome, welcome,” before settling down on his perch to listen.

There was a great deal of curiosity among other shipmates, who soon appeared at the windows and began peering and pointing until they were sent about their business. All this fuss was good-natured, but might easily have become a sort of insolence; the captain was conscious from the beginning of Scotland as a man.

Bo’sun Kirkby and Mr. Lawson remained with us, since they were anxious to tell their part of our story, and also to hear what the captain knew about the silver. I had expected their chance to tell their tale would come after we had introduced Scotland, but since he began tearing ravenously at his meal the moment it arrived, the treasure took precedence. Even before the captain began to speak, I could see from his face that his news was not likely to be good.

The time of which I am now speaking was late afternoon and, although we had scarcely noticed it in the excitement of our return, the sun had disappeared behind clouds and the wind was beginning to blow more strongly. Several of the larger plants around the inlet knocked their leaves together with heavy slaps. When I faced downriver toward the sea, I found a mass of yellowish turbulence on the horizon, like an army waiting to advance. All this gave intensity to the captain’s story. Whatever thoughts I had begun to develop about the change in our adventure, I could not deny the silver was still a part of it.

The captain, along with the four crew that went with him, had found the same difficulty as ourselves in leaving the valley: they had been obliged to crawl, weave, sidle and plunge when they wanted only to walk upright. Also like us, they had emerged from this primitive vegetation into a pine wood as soon as they reached level ground. But whereas our trees had been evenly spread, and were pleasant to walk under, theirs grew very sparsely and were stunted by fierce winds. If the island did indeed resemble a dragon on its hind legs, the creature could be said to be going bald, and to possess a head that was more pitted, weathered and ancient-looking than the remainder of its body.

These features gave the landscape an air of desolation that depressed everyone in the captain’s party—especially when they found they had overshot their destination and come to the northernmost point of the island. Here they discovered cliffs that were carved into the resemblance of a human face. This gaunt profile, made of black basalt, stared pitilessly out to sea with one eye, while the other seemed to twist in its socket to gaze inland; the tragic expression suggested that no amount of vigilance could guarantee the safety of whatever needed protection.

As the captain expressed this geographical fancy, he prepared us for the thing he wanted to say next. Using my father’s map as his guide, and setting a course southwest from the Black Crag, his party soon reached the site where the silver had been buried. They knew immediately they had found the right place—not because it seemed such a likely spot, and not because they saw ingots poking through the earth. But because the earth had been disturbed. Because the silver had been taken.

Worse than simply “disturbed” and “taken,” in fact. The captain told us the whole flank of sand had been ripped and ruined by whatever spades and other implements, including bare hands, the thieves had used to open the ground. Now the place was merely earth again, although strewn with broken handles and sticks, and the footprints of scuffling feet. It was itself, but empty.

Our journey had been in vain! The shock of this flashed through me—but was instantly checked. Why, if his expedition was so fruitless, did the captain not look more dejected? For, to tell the truth, he recited this story with as much equanimity as if he had been discussing a spoiled dinner. The shipmates who had accompanied him also seemed very phlegmatic, as did those who had stayed aboard with Mr. Allan; they continued to go about their work, repairing sails, scrubbing the deck, et cetera, as if they were perfectly reconciled to their failure. It was only my own party that reacted with dismay, and Natty in particular. While Bo’sun Kirkby and Mr. Lawson hung their heads, she gave a long and miserable sigh, a much deeper sound than it seemed possible might come from a delicate body, as if it were her father’s breath and not her own that was squeezing from her lungs.

While they all seemed incapable of speech, I put the question that only I knew to ask, because I was the only one apart from the captain to have seen the map. Bending toward him I said, “And the arms?”

“The arms also,” the captain said, and seeing how this made my face fall, went on: “But what of that? The arms alone are nothing. It is the people who wield them we must think about. A dozen pirates—or whatever their exact number might be—is still a dozen pirates, however many swords they have. We do not need to worry about the arms.”

I understood the logic of this, but still could not understand why the captain was not more agitated about our treasure. One explanation might have been very simple: he knew where it had been taken, and would soon tell us. Another was: he felt compensated for losing the treasure by finding a ready means of replenishing our supplies. A third was: since seeing the stockade and the misery of its inhabitants, he realized that a better reason than silver might have brought us to the island. This seemed likely, given what I knew of his character—and was a response I felt sure would only strengthen when he heard Scotland’s story.

I never had the chance to ask. As the captain began speaking again, saying that perhaps other pirates had stumbled on the cache and made off with it, Scotland himself interrupted. He sounded more confident than he had done on our journey across the island, which I thought showed he now felt securely among friends. The effect was to emphasize his accent; if I had closed my eyes, I would have thought myself among the mountains of Caledonia.

“You are talking about the silver?” he asked, turning his face toward us. The light off the river still gleamed in his eyes.

The captain nodded and held his breath—as did we all.

“We had orders for it to be moved,” said Scotland. “I was one of the party that did the work.”

“And you know where it is now?” the captain asked. He kept his voice steady, as if to sound urgent would scare away the answer he wanted to hear.

“I do,” said Scotland.

“So will you tell us?”

“I will.” Scotland paused, which was only to create an amusing sort of suspense—but not even the captain could resist hurrying to the next question.

“And that is?”

Scotland slowly put down the piece of bread he was eating, and looked the captain in the eye. “Where it is safe.”

I could tell by the way the captain’s hands tightened in his lap that he thought this answer was insubordinate—but would not respond to it as such. “And where might that be?” he asked. “Pray tell us.”

These last two words had a trace of iron in them but Scotland did not seem to notice—or to care. He tore another piece off the loaf Mr. Allan had given him, and chewed it thoroughly. After a full minute he swallowed, and then replied with a longer speech than any of us expected.

“Mr. Captain,” he said. “If I give you the silver you will have no further use for me. You will take it, and sail away, and leave me to my fate. And you have seen what that fate will be—or your friends have.” Here he looked at me and Mr. Lawson and the bo’sun. When his eyes turned to Natty, and locked with her own, I thought she would come to his defense. Her lips opened and I saw her teeth. But as Scotland raised his head a fraction, and jutted out his chin, she changed her mind and stayed silent.

Instead it was the captain who spoke next. He felt thwarted by Scotland’s stand, yet his voice held nothing but sympathy and understanding. “Very well,” he said. “Perhaps we might agree this: you will remain as our guest, while we decide how we can help you and your friends. And when that is done you will help us find our treasure.”

“The treasure,” Scotland replied.

“The treasure,” said the captain, which was the only time I ever heard him at a disadvantage. “I meant the treasure. Everyone will have a share. There will be plenty.”

As the captain leaned back against the wall of the roundhouse, Bo’sun Kirkby and Mr. Lawson murmured that they agreed with his plan, and so did Natty. Perhaps some of us reckoned we had no choice. For my own part, it seemed inevitable as well as necessary.

Now that he had been corrected, the captain seemed anxious to prove his mistake had not been deliberate. He moved quickly away from the subject of the silver and asked Scotland to tell his story. Some of what followed was a complement to everything we had been told during our march back to the Nightingale; it proved that Scotland’s life on the island—and the life of all the prisoners—had been lived under the spell of the wilderness. He confirmed that Smirke was the chief man among the maroons, and described him as a monster who lived in a state of cynical disregard for his fellows. The administration of his justice, which took place in the structure he had named the Fo’c’sle Court, was especially terrifying, and especially feared. I would have liked to think it was such a long period of isolation that had made him so heartless, but from my father’s evidence (and the fact the Squire Trelawney had not thought him worth saving on the Hispaniola), it was clear the origins of his bestiality were deeply rooted, and buried in circumstances of which I knew nothing.

That said, Scotland believed Smirke would not have been capable of creating such horror as existed at the stockade without the influence of his deputy—Stone. This was the executioner we had seen at work, whose face was so ashen it seemed all humanity had been bled out of him. When I mentioned this, Scotland told us something remarkable: some time before, there had been a rebellion in the camp and an attempt was made to overwhelm the guards. Stone had been captured during this episode and his throat had been cut—but he had survived, and now had the scar that ran under his chin like a strap. Scotland briefly covered his eyes with one hand as he remembered this, and said it gave Stone the appearance of a dead man. From this I felt sure he was the evil spirit of the whole island; it made me more convinced than ever that we should think differently about our reasons for being there.

Scotland told us the third maroon (the man who now called himself Jinks) seemed to be the least definite character—although, as the captain noticed, this was no reason to think he was harmless, since weak people have a dangerous need to prove their strength. We nodded at this, having seen Jinks in his role as inquisitor at the trial. I understood that if ever I were to encounter him alone, I would have a decent chance of saving my life; if ever I found him in the company of his fellows, I should expect him to be willing to do whatever they asked of him.

Scotland finished his account by telling the captain what the rest of us already knew: that he had been stolen from Africa when still a child, slaved in Jamaica, then blown to Treasure Island. This led him to the opinion that if Smirke and his men had not been as they were, the place would have been a paradise. When the captain pressed him about this, he gave some more instances of the cruelty that blighted everything—but also, and more surprisingly, said that for all the beauty and strangeness of the animals, it was also like the Garden of Eden in having a snake. Or rather many dozens of snakes, which lived in a particular region near the northern cliffs. The captain was very interested in this, for reasons I did not understand at the time; Scotland told him they were dull gray in color, and no more than a foot long, but extremely poisonous. He knew this because one of his fellow prisoners (whom he called his “friends”) had been bitten and immediately died.

As Scotland came to the end of this description, the energy left him and his chin sank forward onto his chest. This happened so suddenly, I wondered whether he might have fallen into a daze. Events that followed later in the evening proved me wrong. Far from sleeping, Scotland was thinking—but keeping his thoughts private. Although he took no part in the rest of our conversation, he weighed in silence everything we said.

And the gist of this talk? It was led by the captain, who was not concerned to rush into action against the stockade, but to reflect and talk again in the morning. His suggestion, which was delivered in the kindly tone a parent might use, had the effect of making me feel as drowsy as I thought Scotland must be. I was somewhat embarrassed by this, since it seemed to prove my lack of experience compared to Natty, who was still bright-eyed and attentive. At the same time, the exertions of my day, and the sight of the moon climbing through the clouds outside, allowed me to feel that it would be reasonable to make my excuses.

I pushed back my bench from the table. Because the captain was so preoccupied with our difficulties he saw nothing unusual in this, although he did recommend I find some food in the galley before going to my bed, which I thought was also like a parent. As I closed the roundhouse door behind me, I tried to catch Natty’s attention—but she was concentrating on Scotland, rearranging the shirt around his shoulders to cover the scar of his branding, and did not notice.

When I reached my cabin I looked around me very carefully, with a strangely exaggerated sense of being alone. The few books on their shelf beside our two bunks; the grain in the woodwork by my pillow, which resembled lines on the palm of a hand; the smell of wet leaves and mud creeping through the ship: all these were things I recognized, yet made me feel less like myself than a beetle who had crawled inside a log. This was consolation of a kind: it meant I could still exist in secret. Yet I knew I would never be innocent again. I had seen the wickedness of men with my own eyes, and heard it with my own ears. It was an impenetrable darkness.

It was at this point my father appeared to me. He was not holding forth in the taproom of the Hispaniola, where I knew he was likely to be at such a time of the evening, but sitting on the edge of the bed where I had seen him last. His head was in his hands, so I could not tell his expression. But I knew he was grieving, and understood the cause of his grief was the great wrong I had done him. My proof was the sight of Billy Bones’s sea chest, which gaped open at the foot of the bed. My father had searched it for the map of Treasure Island, found it stolen, and guessed at the reason for my absence.

If I had believed at this stage in my adventure that I would return home safely and soon with a portion of the silver, it is possible that his reproaches might not have weighed on me so heavily. As it was, I thought we would arrive in London empty-handed—if we arrived at all. This entirely transformed my reasons for setting out in the first place. I was nothing like a redeemer. I was a traitor.

I sat down with my own head in my hands, as I imagined my father was doing. The same fitful moonlight gleamed through my porthole as shone through his window above the Thames; the same atmosphere of the world pressed against the walls protecting us both. This was no comfort when weariness overwhelmed me at last, and I toppled backward onto my blanket and fell asleep.



Part IV
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NATTY’S STORY
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A Walk at Night

I MUST NOW describe things I did not see with my own eyes, but have been told by Natty. When I suggested the account would be more truthful if she wrote it herself, she told me I have enough words in my head for the two of us, and might as well use them. I said I was willing to do so, on condition that she allowed me some freedom to interpret, as well as merely to report. She bridled a little, then accepted—saying the difference between our views would never be very great. I could not disagree.

When I had retired to my cabin, after failing to catch Natty’s attention as I have just mentioned, the captain and Bo’sun Kirkby and Mr. Lawson soon followed my example. Natty and Scotland were left alone together—and they decided, because the rain had so far held off, they would go on deck and see something of the moon and stars, which Scotland said would be pleasant for him after his long incarceration. Although our night watchman (who on this occasion was Mr. Stevenson) was still in the crow’s nest, he did not notice their arrival because he was asleep—which they discovered by calling his name and hearing no answer.

I say the rain had delayed, but Natty could still dimly make out the large mass of turbulence on the horizon beyond the estuary. These clouds, which were now a sinister ivory color, had been fluffed up by the wind into an enormous size, then hollowed out to give the appearance of a cave. In the center of this cave, the storm was waiting to arrive, occasionally firing off impatient bolts of lightning.

Although it seemed this storm might now begin at any moment, Natty and Scotland decided they preferred to walk on deck rather than take cover again, and so began a slow perambulation of the ship. Natty maintains that despite their lack of an audience, they knew they made a peculiar couple—she with her hat still pulled down around her ears; Scotland wearing the captain’s shirt and the threadbare rags in which we had found him. Neither of them felt any embarrassment. Indeed, I understand they talked quite freely—which at that time Natty had not often felt able to do with me, who knew her much better.

When I have asked the reasons for this candor, Natty has never given a clear answer. My own conjecture is: whatever feelings Scotland provoked in her were somehow akin to those she felt for her father. Ever since helping to rescue Scotland from his trap, she had shown an exceptional absorption in him—almost a fascination. This is because she was excited by proof of what I will call experience in the world, even when it could not always be condoned (as with her father), or when it was impossible to enjoy (as with Scotland). I knew my own place in her affections must be curtailed, because I had not yet lived variously enough. This was difficult for me, and stimulated feelings I do not like to name, but I dare say will become manifest in what follows if they are not already.

Their main topic of conversation seems to have been how the captain should proceed—and this soon led them into a greater danger than any we had faced, as I shall show. In Natty’s opinion, the captain was so offended by everything he had heard about the stockade, he was bound to launch an assault as soon as possible. How he would manage this with so few men and such paltry firepower she did not explain—but made do with imagining we would break into the pirates’ log house and then overthrow its tyrants like the populace entering the Bastille.

While Natty was still warming to this theme, Scotland interrupted her. Was she dreaming? Had she not seen the stockade was well geared to resist an attack? What was needed, he said, was not directness but guile. Surprise and guile. The former he proposed leaving to the captain—perhaps by launching his assault very early in the morning, when the maroons were still groggy with their pleasures of the previous night. The surprise, he said, he would manage himself. It would come in the form of encouraging his friends to rise against their oppressors in the same instant that the captain began his assault. And how would he guarantee this? By the expedient of returning voluntarily to the stockade, where he would become his friends’ commander-in-secret.

It is easy to give Natty’s reaction to this idea, in so far as it mixed respect for courage with dismay at risk. What is more difficult to describe is the clash of these things in her mind—and how her reply to Scotland fought to do justice to the greater good. That is, the good of the greatest number. If ever she strayed from this principle while they continued talking, Scotland held up his hand, or shook his head, and brought her around. And when she had almost agreed with him, he led her into complete accord by reminding her of his wife, whom he said he particularly wanted to protect from dangers she would otherwise have to meet without him.

In this way they decided—with the appearance of perfect good sense—a plan that seemed entirely unreasonable to the rest of us, when we eventually discovered it. And having achieved this feat, Natty then compounded it: she volunteered to accompany Scotland on his walk back to the stockade, and at some convenient point to part with him, before returning to the Nightingale, where she would tell the captain everything that was afoot. I can only assume she meant it as kindness, and an expression of the sympathy between them, and that Scotland took it in the same spirit. I have told her since that what she thought of as charity was in fact foolishness.

When they had reached their decision, the two conspirators quickly acted upon it. Not so much as a note was left behind—only the captain’s shirt, which Scotland folded on a bench in the roundhouse. Once this was done, they slipped over the side of our ship, waded ashore (which they could do because the tide was low), and vanished into the foliage. If Mr. Lawson had been awake at his place in the crow’s nest, he would have heard nothing but the slap of another wave against the mud.

The route that Natty and Scotland took across the island was the same we had followed with Bo’sun Kirkby a short time before—but darkness made it seem strangely unlike, albeit still very difficult. The very dense vegetation in the valley, which had previously appeared exciting and abundant, was now sinister and chilling. The leaves of plants appeared to rub themselves quite deliberately over their faces. Roots seemed too sticky, or too cold, or too mobile, whenever their hands touched them. The noises of animals, as they quacked, or snorted, or grunted, or growled in protest at being disturbed, were not merely curiosities but reasons to feel alarmed. It was here, Natty admits, so near the beginning of her journey, that she realized how long she had been without sleep, and how exhausted she would soon become.

This weariness ebbed when they reached the pine woods and found the walking easier. On the other hand, the wind now began to blow more strongly, and when they looked out to sea they found the ivory sky cave had broken up, and a succession of more compact clouds was rolling over the horizon, which sometimes let through shafts of moonlight. Although these gleams were only intermittent, they were very bright (the moon being close to full), and showed the waves beneath had been churned into an overall creamy whiteness. These gave Natty a strong impression that certain things in the world had worked loose from their usual ties—and that she herself might also be hurrying toward a conclusion she did not want, but could not avoid.

The idea of catastrophe increased as the wind rose. Up to now, the two travelers had been talking to one another very easily—about such matters as how Scotland would lie low until one of the slaving parties went into the fields, when he might join them unnoticed. Now they fell silent except to warn one another of hazards—striding through the thickened air, often with one hand before their faces to deflect the dust and pine needles blown up from the forest floor.

Natty says that if the weather had not been so bad, she would have kept a better lookout for patrols sent from the stockade. As things were, she did not think the maroons would be bothered to stir from their sleep, but would rely for their protection on the traps and other defenses they had laid around the camp. This was reassurance of a sort but also a warning, because it reminded her she would very soon have to leave Scotland and make her way back to the Nightingale alone.

To prepare for this separation she took shelter behind a large boulder, and pulled Scotland in beside her; they had reached the edge of the pine forest, with the bare black slopes of the Spyglass opening ahead, looking dull as charcoal when the moon was hidden, but like a frozen torrent when it entered a patch of clear sky. No sooner had they found this bit of quiet than Natty realized she could not give the message of hope she wanted. Less than two hours before, she had sat in the roundhouse and felt equal to any emergency. Now she was like a creature pushed back through history into a more primitive existence.

Whether or not Scotland noticed this, he confirmed that he must now leave her—and seemed to crouch down so that she thought he might actually be about to break into a run.

She could only nod.

“Remember,” he said, “you must tell the captain to catch them off guard. If you are successful, you will hardly need the rest of us to help.”

“And if we are not?” said Natty.

Scotland looked at her gently. “If you are not successful, we will do what we can.”

Natty nodded again.

“You have not asked me about the silver,” Scotland said, in the same quiet voice.

Natty shrugged. “We decided—you heard the captain. We will help your friends first. The silver can wait. It has waited long enough already.”

“That’s true. But it will not wait forever. You will see.”

“What do you mean?”

“It will find you.”

Natty felt puzzled by this, as well she might have been, and did not especially like the feeling that Scotland was teasing. She therefore changed the subject and made herself more practical. “The attack cannot be tomorrow,” she said. “We need time to prepare. Not tomorrow, but the day after tomorrow. Then you must listen for us and be ready.” She had no authority to speak for the captain in this way, but knew that whatever she affirmed now would be difficult for him to change later.

“Bright and early with the lark,” replied Scotland—which I have always thought was a strange phrase for him to use, since it conjured a feeling of England, where he had never been. It was evidently intended to reassure Natty, and at the same time make himself seem the master of the occasion.

Natty tells me she then laid her hand on Scotland’s shoulder, and looked at his face for what she thought would be the last time this side of his liberation. He smiled, and when she glanced beyond him she saw a burst of kindly moonlight showing a way back through the pine trunks toward our ship.

Then she turned toward him again. Scotland had moved away from the boulder and was still facing Natty; the wind poured across the open shale and buffeted him so much, he was forced to keep moving his weight from one foot to the other. A yard behind him, a darker shadow than any produced by the clouds seemed to rise from the bare rock. A shadow with a cocked hat pulled back to show a wolfish face, and a jacket buttoned to the throat.

Natty recognized him at once. It was Smirke’s man—Stone. A bare sword flickered in his right hand, and the forefinger of his left was pressed against his lips in a horrible gesture of conspiracy. Natty shook her head, refusing him, but Stone’s pale face remained absolutely blank as he rested the point of his sword in Scotland’s bare skin between the shoulder blades.

Scotland’s own face crumpled—but he said nothing: he knew. Natty also said nothing. They only stared at one another, with their unhappiness passing between them.

“I know this one,” said Stone, looking into Natty’s eyes as if he were staring straight through her head; his voice was surprisingly high, almost squeaky, as she had heard it before in the stockade. “But who might you be?”

As Natty returned his stare, she felt herself beginning to tremble. The man’s hair was as white as his skin, and blew in revolting thin hanks across his sunken cheeks. He might as well have been a ghost, yet the hunger in his eyes spoke of distinctly human appetites.

“Who indeed might you be?” he said again. “I shall enjoy finding the answer to that question.”


20
Taken Prisoner

HERE ARE NATTY’S own words, unmediated for once. “Scared me to death,” she said. “Really, scared the life out of me when I saw that old pirate, with the wind blowing dust in my face and Spyglass Hill all black in the distance. Every drop of blood in me sank to my feet. Although a strange thing. I felt on fire, like a tiger.” Does this mean she made a run for it? No; even though Stone was a man in his sixties, he was very lean and wiry and she thought he would have caught her. Did she panic? No; she kept her eyes wide open. She even remembers Stone’s large metal belt buckle, shaped like an eye, which she saw when the moonlight poured across him in a sudden flash; it winked at her from below the buttons of his jacket, which he had done up very properly.

As for Scotland—he stood still as a rock. Natty reckoned this was sensible, but she saw a terrible change in him as well. All the confidence he had found in the last few hours was suddenly worth nothing. His shoulders sank; his face was closed. She remembered the sound of his fear in the trap, which had led us to find him in the first place, and knew he was imagining how he would be punished.

Natty’s instinct was to put her arms around his shoulders and comfort him—but of course Stone would have none of this. As soon as she began to lift her hands, he withdrew the tip of his sword from Scotland’s back and pointed it directly at her throat. “As I was saying …” he began, then paused to lick his thin lips. “As I was saying, who might you be?”

Natty has told me it was only when she heard these words that she fully understood how much danger her night walk had made for others besides herself. In the first shock of Stone’s appearance—his seeming to rise from the rock like a spirit—her only thought had been how to survive. Now there was room in her mind for larger ideas to appear. Ideas of how she must not betray her friends. And of how she must keep her identity a secret, or face a worse fate than already seemed likely.

“Dropped from a cloud, did you?” Stone went on, leaning the point of his blade briefly against her neck. “Got carried across the sea by an albatross? If you lie to me I shall know—I have an eye for liars, don’t I?” Here he glared at Scotland before lashing out with his boot, and landing a kick on the ankle that made his prisoner groan. This, despite the boot in question being as much like the specter of such a thing as he was like the specter of a man. The sole had long since parted company from the upper, and was bound to it by what seemed to be a length of string, but was probably a vine of some kind.

“I came here on a ship,” Natty said—and when she saw Stone jerk his head, knew that even so vague a statement was intensely interesting to him. In her mind’s eye, she saw him rallying Smirke and the others, then the Nightingale under siege, then the crew overwhelmed, then the pirates sailing toward the horizon while she stayed marooned on the shore.

“Ah-ha!” said Stone, taking a step backward as he relished the sound of her voice, and looking her up and down. It occurred to her as he did so that this scrutiny was fed by what must have felt like an eternity of longing for new sights, new sounds, and new company. His eyes hungered across her eyes and mouth and neck, devouring her as greedily as the moonlight allowed. “A young English gentleman, if I’m not mistaken,” he said at last. “Now that’s something I haven’t seen for many a year.” An expression of such bitter sorrow passed over his face as he said this, Natty almost began to pity him. But when the sorrow burned away, and was replaced by disdain once more, Natty remembered it would be very dangerous for her to feel anything for her captor except fear.

“A young English gentleman,” Stone continued, “who has arrived here on a ship. A ship with others aboard. Well, well. Now that’s an interesting set of facts to discover in the middle of a stormy night.” He gave a whinnying laugh, which had no mirth in it whatsoever, then unbuttoned the collar of his coat and wiped the long fingers of one hand across the scar around his throat. When he withdrew them, he suddenly began rubbing his sword-arm very vigorously. Natty realized he was cold, but had the idea it was the sort of cold no earthly warmth could remove.

“You’ll forgive me,” he went on with a sneer, “if I don’t ask after the health of His Majesty. We live beyond his reach here, and make our own laws.”

Stone meant King George, who had recently ascended the throne when the Hispaniola first brought him to the island, and Natty understood that because so much time had passed since then, he must be ignorant of many recent changes. Had the guards from the Achilles told him, for instance, about the war with America? Or the bloody revolution in France and the liberation of the people? Did he know anything of the developments in science and agriculture? With one part of herself, Natty wanted to distract Stone with such things. Another and larger part reckoned it would not be wise to say anything, since the smallest utterance might be taken as provocation. Indeed, the longer she reflected on this, the less inclined she felt for conversation of any kind—only for thoughts about how she might save her life.

Scotland came to her rescue. “I saw the wreck,” he said suddenly, without raising his head—at which Stone landed another kick on him. “No one asked you to speak, you skulk,” he muttered. “Speak when you’re spoken to, if you want to keep your head on your shoulders.”

“It’s true,” Natty said quickly, to deflect Stone from this line of thinking. “We were traveling to one of the other islands, and were blown off course.” She did not want to add more, about who and how many had survived, thinking that every lie she told would soon require a hundred others to support it. Besides, she could see that Stone was already tired of standing in the open; a thin rain had begun to fall, and his eyes kept glancing away, in the direction of the stockade. This made her think that he must soon report to his captain—or seem mutinous.

“Blown off course?” Stone said. Repeating things was apparently a habit of his, to win control of everything by smothering it in sarcasm. He pushed Scotland roughly aside and lurched toward Natty. “Not thinking of blowing off course again, are we, young man? Because if we are thinking of blowing off course, I’ll have to prevent that happening, won’t I? I’ll have to hobble my pony and make my life easier that way.” As he said these last few words, he tapped the blade of his sword against Natty’s leg, so that she felt its hardness through her trousers.

Natty opened her mouth to insist that no such thought had been in her mind, but Stone would not allow her to speak. He had fed some of his hunger for novelty by admiring her from an arm’s length; now he crouched forward until his mouth was an inch from her own, and might be about to lick her skin; there was a horrible smell of meat on his breath. “My, my,” he went on, peering especially closely at her lips. “But aren’t we a handsome lad. A very pretty lad. Very pretty indeed. My captain will be pleased to make your acquaintance and no mistake.” He continued to stare at her, panting like a dog, until Natty wanted to strike out. To suggest that she was in control of her feelings, but really to distract herself from these same feelings, she kept her attention fixed on his face. Even in so dim a light, it was possible for her to see that age had carved dozens of small deep lines around his mouth, which made it seem sucked inward in a continual expression of disgust. Although his cheeks were covered in silver stubble, he had no eyelashes.

The longer Stone returned her gaze, the more Natty felt her powers of concentration fading. As they went, the rest of the world seemed to fall away from her as well. The strengthening rain, the wind, the glittering black rock, the pine trees, the surf making its melancholy boom on the rocks below: all these were nothing. Stone had drained her. He was a ghost whose ambition was to make her a ghost—and he would succeed, unless she could stay alert and wakeful.

“Heigh-ho,” Stone sighed eventually, but without any of the feelings a sigh might be able to convey; this was just an expulsion of foul air. “I see we are getting nowhere, like ships in a mist. But no matter. There will be enough time for questions—more than enough time. So you had better start licking your answers into shape, you whelp, and considering how to serve them.”

He hesitated for a moment, as if expecting Natty to agree, and when she said nothing, began speaking more briskly. “And as for this we you mention—I don’t suppose your friends, if you have any friends brave enough, will come looking for you in this weather, at this time of night. Do you? No, I very much doubt that. And if I am wrong—well, they will certainly regret their trouble.”

With this, and in the same efficient manner that had suddenly seized him, he placed his free hand on Natty’s shoulder and spun her around so that she was side by side with Scotland. “You!” he barked, baring his teeth at the man’s neck as if he were about to bite it. “I had almost forgotten you. I suppose I should wonder what you might be doing here as well?”

Natty thought this might be the prelude to more of his rambling and rhetorical questions. But it was a nonexistent sort of curiosity; Scotland was so insignificant to Stone, he did not want to waste any breath speculating about him. Instead, he ordered the two prisoners to put their hands behind their backs, then tied them together with a greasy piece of rope he pulled from his pocket.

This was done with a casual kind of ferocity, as if she and Scotland mattered as much to Stone as rabbits he had taken from a snare. When his sword began to prod them in their legs and shoulders, making them walk on, she thought the quick death of a trapped creature would certainly be preferable to whatever fate now awaited her.

I have often asked Natty whether she took the opportunity of their journey back to the stockade, which lasted a mile or two, to devise some sort of strategy for their survival—and perhaps also for their escape. Her only answer has been that she decided to show nothing but courage, whatever she might actually feel, on the premise that people tend to believe what they see.

It occurred to her that Scotland must have had a similar plan. She did not dare look at him directly, but saw in the corner of her eye that he had withdrawn himself from events as far as possible. He trudged with his head sunk down, his shoulders hunched, and his eyes fixed on the ground before him. This was a sign of how defeated he felt, but might also—she thought—be a sort of protection. He was becoming docile so that he could remain himself.

Their path was not a clear track but rather a line of least resistance, winding around the base of the Spyglass then slanting downhill between nutmeg trees and clumps of azalea. In daylight and fine weather, as I knew myself, it was fairly easy going. With the rain now falling heavily, and wind pummeling the foliage, it was difficult to make rapid progress. The two prisoners slipped and floundered, often losing their balance and sometimes falling down entirely—whereupon Stone would again lash out with his boot, or slap them with the side of his blade.

After half an hour of this, Natty felt it was not despair but anger that kept her moving forward. Anger with herself for her impetuosity, and anger with Stone for his cruelty. Also anger with the whole island, which she decided had made her sick with the poison of its story. For every insult she received from Stone, she wanted to inflict another on the earth itself—stamping the surface as if she might have been able to give pain that way, and kicking at stones.

When she heard Stone’s humorless snigger, and realized she must be making a spectacle of herself, she stopped—not wanting to give him even this kind of pleasure. Their pace therefore quickened, and although this—combined with the deeper darkness, now that rain had driven the moon entirely into hiding—meant she had little opportunity to notice much that lay round about, she determined to stay watchful. She has told me, for instance, how little rain puddles filled every blossom, and how the hollow whoops of night birds sounded like children at play. She has also explained how her sense of the beauty in these things made her feel insignificant as a grain of sand, and yet determined not to die.

At which point, as if he were now the engineer of her mind, and controlled its movements as completely as he governed her actions, Stone broke in on her reflections. “Whoa there, whoa there,” he called, twitching the rope that tied her hands together. “Look where I have brought you. See what we have made.”

It was impossible to know whether Stone had planned to arrive at the stockade exactly as dawn broke—but this is what he achieved; it seemed to Natty to demonstrate his complete control of the island. At first she was sure of nothing except that she was standing on a high bluff overlooking the open sea; the horizon was marked by a bar of rust. But soon this bar split apart, and as the red eye of the sun began to open, so the rain also began to ease. Silhouettes that had previously been misty squares and oblongs in the clearing below her were changed into the two log houses, the shell shape of the Fo’c’sle Court, and the whole jagged wall of the camp. A cockerel crowed once, then decided it was another day not worth greeting, and fell to picking at the ground in front of the court. The earth here was still stained with blood, although the body of the accused had disappeared.

“Move on now,” said Stone, when he reckoned she had enjoyed the view for long enough, and clicked his tongue like a carter. “We have people to meet. We have a busy day ahead.”


21
Questions and No Answers

THERE WAS NEVER a doorway or entrance of any kind in the old stockade my father and Mr. Silver had known. The whole construction was a solid square of pine trunks six feet high, sharpened into spikes at the top, and anyone wishing to enter had to clamber over them at some risk to their person. When Natty approached the place now, she found a gate lolling open, which she supposed the maroons had made; as Stone prodded her through, she noticed the workmanship of its latch and hinges was very poor; the nails had been driven in crooked for half their length, then walloped sideways.

It was a suitable introduction, since almost everything inside the compound was either ramshackle or entirely spoiled. The original log house was still pretty stout, fit to hold two score of people in a pinch, and loopholed for musketry on every side; the more recent building, the prisoners’ log house, was a sorry affair made of planks salvaged from the Achilles, and others rough-cut from the forest; the Fo’c’sle Court, though ingenious, creaked continually in the wind. The ground itself looked similarly exhausted. Tufts of greasy weed sprawled over the central area, which was otherwise pitted with black puddles that marked the places where trees had been grubbed up; half a flowerbed, dug alongside the gate, was nothing but a mound of snapped-off stalks. Rags of moldy clothing were rotting there.

Even more disgusting was the sickly sweet smell that crawled over everything, and seemed to drift from the shack which leaned against the maroons’ cabin. Natty saw through its open door an apparatus of bamboo pipes that climbed up and down and eventually pointed into a large barrel: it was a primitive sort of distillery. She thought this contraption must explain the generally repellent look of the compound, and the invisibility of the maroons themselves. They were still sleeping off the effects of the night before.

As the gate slammed shut and its echo died across the yard, Natty expected it to act as a signal for the morning to begin. But nothing happened—except that Stone continued to drive his prisoners forward, whistling between his teeth and occasionally sticking the tip of his sword into Scotland’s shoulder blades. The cockerel strutted up to make an inspection, then went back to his pebbles. The doo-dahs crowded toward the nearest wall of their pen and gabbled to one another, mingling their voices with the goats, pigs and other creatures that shared their confinement. Natty found these doo-dahs a very curious sight, with large heavy bodies the size of a Staffordshire terrier but covered in soft gray feathers, remarkably small wings, and curved red beaks they clacked together with a dry hollow sound when hungry—as now.

Stone noticed Natty slow down as she looked at them, and tugged at the rope around her hands. “What’s the matter with you, eh, my lad? Never seen a doo-dah before, is that it? Eaten all the doo-dahs in England, have they?”

She said nothing, struck by the strange beauty and great vulnerability of the birds.

“Look at them all you like,” Stone went on, apparently not in the least put out by her silence, and enjoying his own ramble. “You won’t be seeing them for long. Nor be eating them either. Not eating them at all, I should say.” He hauled at the rope again, until it bit into her skin. “Nor you, you scum,” he added—which was aimed at Scotland. “Worms and grass for you. Worms and grass.”

Scotland did not reply either, but continued walking patiently with his head bowed until they had reached the center of the yard, and came to a stop beside the court. A single glance told Natty that this also owed a great deal to the Achilles, in the sense that certain items of furniture, such as the judge’s chair (a captain’s lounger), the witness stand (an arrangement of biscuit boxes) and the jury stall (the bench from a galley), had been looted from it wholesale. When I later saw the almost lunatic assembly of these different parts with my own eyes, I was reminded of Mr. Silver’s house in London—which I did not like to tell Natty.

Although very roughly made, the prisoners’ hut was more sturdily built than this monument of sighs and groans. Natty herself has said it seemed like a box rather than a house—and no doubt it offered the same comfort as a box would do. But it was a box full of valuables, with a guard outside, who was slumped in a comfortable old chair with a battered tricorn on his head (pulled forward to cover his face) and his arms folded across his chest. He was fast asleep—and the empty pitcher at his side, with a tankard fallen over beside it, showed that he was likely to remain so for some time.

Stone had no intention of allowing this to happen. “Jinks!” he barked, with as much irritation as if he had been speaking to his prisoners.

There was no response.

“Jinks!” he shouted again. “Budge, you skulk!”—then he dragged Natty and Scotland closer, so that he could knock his mate’s hat from his head with the point of his sword, revealing a state of complete baldness. Natty thought he deliberately mis-aimed, since he nicked the scalp itself, and let a trickle of blood flow across the bare and sun-blistered skin.

This brought the fellow to his feet in a swirl of hands, one of which eventually grabbed the sword hanging from his belt. When he saw it was Stone that had woken him, and not his charges escaping, his fury gave way to a cringing smile. It was not the look one friend gave to another.

“What’s this, Ben, what’s this?” Jinks said gruffly, sweeping his hat from the floor. He then pulled a foul handkerchief from his breeches’ pocket, draped it across his skull, and fitted his collapsed old tricorn back in place—very gingerly, because of his sunburn. “Wake a man from his beauty sleep, would you?” he said, once this little performance was done. “Wake him and deny him his rest?” He was still so fuddled, then so busy sliding his sword back into its scabbard, he had not yet noticed Scotland and Natty. When he did, his face cleared to a malevolent simplicity—and Natty recognized him as the accuser in the trial scene we had witnessed together. More nearly sober now, his bulging eyes were still red and swollen, and the flesh of his cheeks very flabby. When she considered his age, and the deprivations and excesses of his last forty years, she was surprised to find him capable of even the little energy he had already shown. It was clear, however, that wakefulness and thought were a burden to him. He wheezed heavily as he re-dressed himself.

When this operation was complete, Jinks put his hands on his hips. “But never mind that, never mind that,” he said, looking very insolently at Natty. “What have we here? Been hunting, have we, Ben? Brought us something to play with, something to beguile the time? This one I know”—here he spat at Scotland—“but where did you find this one? We’ll be drawing lots for him, I can see that …”

Jinks stumbled forward and chucked Natty under the chin as he finished speaking. There was such a horrible insinuation in this gesture—such a creeping weakness disguised as independence of mind—Natty wanted to knock him away from her. Stone, in his different way, also thought it was foolish, and growled as if he were chastising a dog. Then he twitched again on the rope attached to Scotland, and lugged him onto the raised porch of the cabin.

Natty lifted her eyes enough to watch, and wished that she had not. Scotland’s back was entirely covered in lacerations, which Stone had inflicted during their march from the foot of the Spyglass. He had endured these wounds silently, with no sign he might retaliate, but it was clear a storm was raging inside him. His head, now bent until his chin almost touched his chest, bobbed uncontrollably—so that he seemed in perpetual agreement with something being said. The sight was very shocking to Natty, since it showed her how deeply Scotland had fallen into humiliation. None of his feelings were secret anymore.

It occurred to her that Stone might kill him there and then, or perhaps order Jinks to do his murdering for him. But the man’s disdain was so absolute, he did not think the trouble worthwhile.

“Take him,” Stone said, meaning Scotland. “We can think how to punish him later. Throw him in the hole. This other one”—he pointed toward Natty—“I’m keeping with me. I’m taking him to the poop deck and the captain.”

Jinks gave a tittering laugh, then set about the task Stone had given him. He hauled Scotland around and—once he had unlocked the door to the log house—punched him once or twice in the kidneys before dismissing him with a heavy kick. This would certainly have sent Scotland sprawling onto his knees, had not several outstretched black-skinned arms appeared in the doorway to catch him and immediately draw him inside. There was the sound of weeping, and a stifled cry. It was a most melancholy greeting, and yet at the same time comforting, since it showed how much Scotland was loved by those he lived with—his wife among them.

“Now,” said Stone, when the door was locked again and Jinks resumed guard with his silly hat flopped down over one ear. “You come away with me, my English sparrow.”

The use of this word, which in other circumstances might have sounded like an endearment, made Natty wonder whether he had finally seen through her disguise, and was about to take advantage. This idea made her think very longingly of the Nightingale—where, along with the rest of the crew, I was just about now waking to find her gone. She knew her disappearance would be a mystery. But she also trusted I would know what she had done, and for what innocent reasons. I have not always been able to give her my reassurance about this.

Be that as it may. As far as Natty was concerned, two thoughts were now more important than all others. One was how to survive for as long as it took a rescue party to arrive; the other was how to give away as little as possible about the Nightingale and her whereabouts. Both were very difficult to calculate. The first because she could not be certain the captain would assume she was inside the stockade. And the second because Stone—now that he felt safe inside his camp—behaved with much less urgency than before. After leading her away from Jinks, he even allowed himself to untie her hands, then pushed her with his boot so that he could once again look her over at leisure. Natty suspected his eyesight might not be all it had once been—which was relief of a kind. But the inspection was alarming nonetheless, as well as disgusting, and she made sure to square her shoulders, and pull in her chest and stomach, to make herself as much like a boy as possible.

While she grew more certain that Stone had not seen through her pretense, Natty’s confidence rose. During the march that had followed her capture, she had assumed the maroons would be desperate to collect information about her means of arrival on the island, the number of her companions, their arms, and so forth. But all she had so far discovered was a lazy kind of curiosity. This, she was beginning to realize, was the result of several factors, among them drunkenness and sloth in Jinks, and a sort of vicious complacency in Stone.

Stone was so completely accustomed to controlling everything on the island, he had forgotten the ways in which he might be overthrown. At this very moment, she thought, he was not examining her to decide whether she was male or female—only to admire the fact that she was completely his creature. Furthermore, he appeared to think that because she had hitherto given him no resistance, there would also be no difficulty in capturing her companions—supposing she had any. This was his vanity, and although grotesque, she welcomed it with all her heart, knowing it might encourage delays in a course of events that would otherwise have meant the speedy end to our adventure.

“What do you think of the weather on our island?” Stone said abruptly, when he had finished leering. This was very unexpected, and the best answer Natty felt able to give was a shrug. She did not want small talk with a man who was considering whether to cut off her head.

“I can tell you,” he went on, “I am heartily sick of it. This time of year, you see what we get. A few hours of sun, then a bucket of rain and enough wind to blow your topsail away. Give me your English skies any day, your beautiful English skies.”

Natty could hear this was said with real yearning, but continued to say nothing. The difference between Stone’s white face, with its absolute lack of kindness, and the turn toward softness that his talk had suddenly taken was very confusing. It made her realize again that he was still suffering from simple needs, after so many barbarous years on the island. To put it simply: he was lonely. A new face, even if it belonged to an enemy, was irresistible to him.

This returned Natty to her earlier idea: she might still distract Stone by giving him news of home. For the moment, however, his talk ran on so quickly, in such a torrent of sentiment, she could not find a way to begin.

“Hideous rains,” he said, “that’s what we have here; hideous rains. Time was, I’d creep indoors and wait them out with a song and a glass of grog. And oh we have singing and grog here all right, precious little else but singing and grog. But they’re nothing compared to what I mean.” A peculiar scratching noise came from his throat, which was his laugh. “Hideous rains,” he then said again more gently, brushing away the strands of white hair that had drifted across his face, and seizing on the subject that had seemed about to elude him. “Rains and blowing all night. Blowing so a soul can’t get his forty winks but has to wander abroad.”

He drew breath once more, only long enough for a twisted flame to kindle in his eyes. “But look what my wandering brought me to, eh? It brought me to you.” He lurched close to Natty, then swung away. “That’s right, isn’t it, my pretty sparrow, it brought me to you, and now here’s this beautiful morning. Wind and rain gone. Sunlight come. All magic and calm. But you’ll see, you’ll see. We’ll sweat in the rain soon enough. We’ll all roll around in the wheel.”

These last few sentences were not so much spoken as sung, and might have been the words of a ditty he half-remembered from his earlier life. They brought a glimmer of something like contentment into his face—but this vanished as soon as it appeared, and he slapped his skinny thigh to admonish himself for his levity. It had been an extraordinary performance. Natty no longer felt certain that she should feed him with any thoughts of home, because she might only nourish his madness. Nevertheless, she threw him a scrap to see how he would take it.

“This year our summer in England was perfect,” she said. “Healthy crops everywhere.”

Stone looked about him very quickly as she spoke, narrowing his eyes and scrutinizing the prisoners’ hut, then back to the cabin where he slept with his mates (if he slept at all). He seemed to be looking for any small sign of change or disturbance. Finding none, he turned again to his habit of giving a shiver and rubbing his hands together, as if he were cold.

“Summer, you say.”

“I said it had been warm.”

This seemed a remarkable sentence to Natty, given her circumstances. For Stone, who now seemed to have forgotten everything he had been talking about, it was quite meaningless. His eyes roved over Natty’s face with none of the wistfulness he had shown a moment earlier, but only the usual careless savagery.

“No one told you to talk,” he snapped. “Here you never talk unless you’re told to talk. Understand?”

Natty refused to say she was sorry but only waited for what came next. This was a cuff around the ear (which would have knocked off her hat if it had not been pulled down so tight), and a snatch at her arm, and a shove across the yard toward the distillery that leaned against the pirates’ cabin. A foot-long metal spike had been driven into the ground close to the door—no doubt another bone from the body of the Achilles; Stone now forced her hands behind her back and attached her to this, so that she had no choice except to collapse onto the ground. To judge by the gouge marks in the soil all around her, she was the latest of many who had been kept prisoner here.

“The staging post,” Stone said, bending down so his foul breath again swarmed across her face. “You’ll see soon enough what it’s a stage to.”

With that he straightened again and, after prodding her chest with the toe of his boot, strode around to the door of the hut where his fellows were still asleep.

Natty reckoned it must now be about seven in the morning, because the sun was clear of the horizon and pouring its first ration of heat over the camp. Enough heat, at any rate, to remind her she was very thirsty. This drought was all the more painful thanks to the tinkling sound that came from a small spring she saw rising near the door where Stone had disappeared. It battered lightly against a metal basin, mixing with sand like a porridge beginning to boil, before draining across the yard and disappearing beneath the wall of the compound.

Natty has told me that as the water cut into her brain, it also carried her back to certain things she had heard from her father. She saw him clambering over the stockade to sue for peace with Captain Smollett of the Hispaniola—throwing his crutch across the wall first, then scrambling after it. She followed him across the yard, where—what with the angle of the slope, and the soft soil—he and his crutch were as hopeless as a ship in stays. She watched him sitting among the tree stumps—all cleared now—and refusing the offer of help to rise again. She tracked him through a dozen scenes of begging, then asserting, then begging again, with a full sense of how put-upon he felt, and how insulted.

I have explained to her that this was a delirium, brought on by her lack of sleep, her hunger and her thirst. She understands this. Yet she always insists her father was beside her as plain as daylight. She says it was the lowest point of unhappiness in the whole story of her adventure. When a small lizard crept toward her from beneath the log house—a pretty one, with red spots across its green back—she thought even this cold-eyed creature stopped for a moment to look at her with sympathy.

It might have been an hour before the camp came back to life; it might have been a few moments. She was not in a condition to know. Jinks, who had evidently slumped into his chair after Scotland had been returned to captivity, at last decided that he had rested for long enough—so stretched, yawned, took off his hat to rearrange his handkerchief, peered into the empty tankard that lay at his side, put his hat back on again, and finally stood to spit in Natty’s direction, before rapping on the prisoners’ door and shouting, “Five minutes.”

This produced a multitude of soft scrabblings and scratchings, like mice under a bed. At the same time, more definite bangs and scrapes began in the pirates’ house close behind Natty. From this, she realized that Stone had not immediately woken his captain when he vanished inside, but had waited for Jinks to give his reveille. It surprised her, and not for the first time, that so evidently heartless a man should be so respectful toward another—until she thought how this proved there must be even less humanity in Smirke himself than in his henchman.

How much less she soon saw, for Smirke was the first to appear from the pirates’ cabin, dragging behind him an undressed woman, whom he hurled toward Jinks as if she were made of rags; Jinks opened the door and tossed her into the prisoners’ hut without a word. Smirke then knelt on the veranda and washed his face in the spring, lapping at the water like a dog, before shaking his head so the water drops flew off in all directions.

Once this ritual was finished, Stone also came outdoors, helped Smirke to his feet, and began whispering very urgently. For as long as this lasted, with Stone’s right hand laid across his captain’s back while he completed his story, Smirke often threw glances in Natty’s direction—first in surprise, then in curiosity, then in anger, and finally in a sort of amusement that was more alarming than any of the rest.

Frightening as this was, it gave Natty an opportunity to look closely at her tormentor. When she had crouched beside me in our hiding place, overlooking the trial, we had both noticed Smirke’s cloudy gray hair tumbling about his shoulders. At this new proximity, she could also see how his life on the island had aged him, as it had the others. His skin was very crumpled and blotched with sores, and although he had evidently long since abandoned any attempt to shave with a razor, he had not grown a beard but only odd tufts, which sprouted from his chin and cheeks like eruptions of smoke. His mouth, likewise, gave him a very neglected look—the lips were cracked with sunburn, and his teeth showed very brown and haphazard. Taken all in all, he resembled a large and battered scarecrow—half human, half soulless.

This made it all the more astonishing that his first gesture toward Natty was one of kindness. He patted Stone on the arm to show he had heard enough, then slipped off the veranda of the log house (staggered would be better, since he was still very unsteady on his feet) and with a great deal of groaning knelt down beside Natty to undo the rope that tied her.

“Well, well,” were his first words, spoken close to her face. Like everything he said, they sounded wet, as though there were always too much saliva in his mouth. “Mr. Stone told me he’d caught a pretty one, and a pretty one you are, no mistake.” His breath was so rancid, it was as much as Natty could do not to flinch away; but she was determined to keep her eyes fixed on his, to show she was not afraid. “An exceedingly pretty one,” he went on admiringly, lingering over Natty with the same greed that Stone and Jinks had shown. “Exceedingly pretty. Not quite a girl and not quite a boy by the look of you: a very strange bird. Or is this the way of the world, nowadays? I have precious little knowledge of the world, you know. Precious little. And precious little regard for it either.” He narrowed his eyes as he said this, breathing deeply and apparently inhaling the scent of her skin. “And what’s this?” he continued after a pause, which he filled with soft grunts and sighs. “A smudge of brown as well as a smudge of white? Very choice. You’ll be at home here, my lad; you’ll be at home here all right. None of us cares who we are or what we do.”

Natty felt so disgusted by Smirke’s closeness, and by the insult and insinuation of his words, it was almost impossible for her to stay silent—as she knew she must. But just when it seemed he would become intolerable, he suddenly lurched away, hauling himself to his feet and looking down at her with his hands thrust into the tops of his trousers. “But we can come to all that in our own good time,” he said. “Time is the one thing we’ve got plenty of, isn’t that so, shipmates?” He leered at Stone as he said this, showing more of his ruined teeth, then continued—apparently speaking to all and sundry, but with the dreaminess of a man talking to himself.

“First things first is what I always say. First things first. So let’s begin with the first of all. What shall we call you? I wonder. Shall we just call you English? Mr. Stone tells me you come from the old country, and I would like to revenge myself on her. Or do you have a name of your own?”

Threatened like this, Natty felt there would be no harm in telling the truth, though her throat was so dry, her voice squeezed out sounding very pinched.

“Nat.”

“Nat,” Smirke repeated with a mocking fondness. “Nat with a thirst, by the sound of it. Mr. Stone! Fetch the lad a drink, if you would be so kind, and we can hear how he pipes.”

Stone did as he was told, which again seemed remarkable, by filling a tankard at the spring, carrying it carefully, and pressing it into Natty’s hands and staring as though he had never seen a person drink before.

Natty almost choked as she swallowed, and swallowed again, thinking she was like a calf being fattened for the slaughter that must follow—and perhaps would have come very soon, if a distraction had not interrupted them. This was Jinks flinging open the prisoners’ door, and ordering his charges to appear—which they did immediately, and formed into a column two abreast.

After the first few pairs had emerged, Stone backed away from Natty, ripping the tankard from her and throwing it onto the ground as Smirke bellowed, “Look lively, men! Look lively!” A great commotion then began in the pirates’ own cabin. This was the sound of bodies falling out of bed, cursing as they searched for clothes they had mislaid, complaining about their headaches, snatching a mouthful of food and water—then stumbling into the bright yard. The majority stood still and gaped—first at Natty, then at one another—but this rigmarole was soon ended by Smirke barking orders. At this, two or three of the men broke away and lolloped toward the prisoners like wolves discovering a flock of sheep.

The prisoners seemed to shiver as these guards approached, but not one of them faltered or looked up, their dejection was so great. There were some fifty of them, men first, women following, and every one stooped and ashamed, with dull eyes fixed on the shoulders of the one before. All were naked to the waist, all were barefoot, and some of the last to emerge carried young children, or led them by the hands. The paler skin of these children showed their parentage; several, in fact, had hair as yellow as the sun, and one a tangle of red ringlets which reached halfway down his back. Everyone—child and adult—held either a shovel, or a mattock, or a fork, or some other implement in their unbound hands; only their ankles were tied together—with lengths of rope that made it easy enough to walk, but impossible to run.

Natty soon found Scotland among them, shuffling with the same cowed meekness as the rest so as not to invite attention. He refused to look toward Natty—although it comforted her a little to notice how the blows inflicted on him by Jinks, and the dozens of stabs and cuts delivered by Stone, had been cleaned since he had been thrown back to join his friends, and the blood on him wiped away.

Natty understood that she was watching a daily ritual, which Smirke and the others were also now closely scrutinizing, eager to reprimand anyone who strayed from routine. Still in line, the prisoners approached the stream that ran toward the edge of the stockade. In pairs they knelt to drink and, when they had swallowed a few mouthfuls, rose and stepped across, allowing those behind them to do the same. When the last had taken their refreshment—which was never enough, and to the children was especially miserable (many of them began weeping)—those at the head of the column had reached the southern gate. From here they passed into the fields they had made, which were already shimmering in the heat.

As each pair of prisoners left the stockade they began to sing—a slow-paced song Natty did not recognize:


In the morning with the dew upon the field

Alleluia!

We will rise and find our injuries are healed

Alleluia!

We will greet the rising sun

As if a new world has begun

We will do our Saviour’s work and never yield.



Eventually the troop was in full voice, swaying gently from side to side as they went, with the children now drying their eyes, and beginning to clap their hands. It was a most affecting sound, very beautiful in its sorrow, but at the same time full of dignity and defiance. Until they began to drop out of sight toward the shore, their music really seemed to fill the sky and cancel its emptiness.

When the song ended, which happened as the prisoners set to work, this emptiness returned, but now seemed larger, just as the misery of the prisoners’ plight also seemed more engulfing. Plans that Natty had spoken about with Scotland—plans that had seemed so easily achieved when they were nothing but words—now felt impossible as she saw them translated into facts. Fifty friends, all of whom had shovels and suchlike to use as weapons, and thirteen enemies. Their uprising must surely succeed! Yet so broken were the prisoners, and so completely demoralizing was the thought of sticks against swords, the battle seemed lost before it had begun. Natty had imagined a second storming of the Bastille. On Treasure Island, such a thing was impossible. Here was the old world still, stupid and brutal as ever.

Smirke saw nothing of this as it passed through Natty’s mind—nor much of anything except his latest chance for cruelty: the prisoners were so familiar to him, they had no individual selves. In fact all the pirates seemed so completely used to their own barbarity, Natty asked herself whether they might in fact prefer not to be rescued from the island, no matter how much they might say they missed England and her weather.

From this, Natty deduced that Smirke’s comfort, if that is quite the word for such a diminished state of being, was so enormous, he could not be bothered to cut off her head. In this respect, she understood that he was filled with the same vanity as Stone. And once again, while being astonished by the lethargy it produced, she also felt a profound gratitude for it. Smirke was so convinced of his authority, so blinded by his habits of domination, he was not merely reluctant to search for the ship that had brought her to the island—he could barely stir himself even to consider the likelihood that it would have a crew opposed to his way of managing his affairs.

At the same time, it was quite natural for him to be very suspicious of Natty, and once he had finished his perusal of the slaves, he therefore began a bullying and laborious sort of interrogation. How many others had come with her to the island? Where was their ship if it had survived the coast? Were they here by accident or design? In the beginning, these questions were delivered with the same false kindness that Stone had shown in passing her the tankard of water. But the longer they continued, and the less helpful Natty became, the better she understood that he was not in fact expecting answers at all. He was performing a brutal charade that, thanks to his sense of invincibility, had nothing to do with a real curiosity about Natty’s friends or the Nightingale. Instead, he was looking for ways to terrify her. It was for this reason and no other that he eventually grabbed her by the shoulder and hauled her across the yard until they stood in front of the Fo’c’sle Court.

“You know what this is, do you?” As Smirke hissed this into Natty’s ear, he gave it a painful tweak.

She shook her head, which made Smirke continue even more fiercely. “Very well,” he said, widening his eyes. “I shall tell you what this is. It is our court, here on the island. Our court, where we see justice done. We are a reasonable society. We arrest, and we try, and we punish. And we’ve arrested you, haven’t we, Master Nat? We’ve arrested you, and now we’ll try you and punish you.”

He paused again—but when Natty stayed silent, decided he might as well lose control of himself. “Still tongue-tied?” he spat, looking around at Stone for encouragement then lunging wildly toward Natty again, with the tufts of gray beard wagging on his face. “By God, I’ll shake you up, you miserable dog. We’ll shake him, won’t we, Mr. Stone, we’ll shake him until his bones melt. I don’t care if he is no more than a boy—a boy’s as insolent as a man, more insolent in fact. Much worse. Much more insolent. Where’s your respect, boy, where’s your respect? Ha! What are boys and men to me, they’re all the same. A babe in arms or a doddering fool, they’re all the same. I’ll chop them up and fry them if I want—they’re all nothing.”

Natty heard this with her head bowed, as though the words were blows, but when they ended and she looked up again, and saw the court arching above her, she knew that everything she had heard was the simple truth as Smirke understood it. The shock jolted her into speech.

“I have lost my friends,” she said, which made him gaze at her in utter bewilderment, as though she were an idiot.

“Have you not understood me, young man?” It was the strangled voice of a schoolmaster that Natty heard, and a schoolmaster’s snatching hand that grabbed her chin, and pinched her face. “This is our courthouse. Our courthouse, where we hold our assizes and punish all liars and other wretches. This is where we see fair play. Where we set everything right.” He released Natty, and bent close to her again. “You see that, boy? If you see that, you will answer my questions and our justice won’t trouble you. Otherwise …” He did not complete the sentence, but straightened and wiped his chin, to clear the saliva he had ejected there.

“I don’t know what to say,” Natty told him, which was truth of a kind but really none at all.

“You don’t know what to say?” Smirke repeated, much more quietly now, as if he were suddenly exhausted. In truth, he had remembered another way to enjoy himself with her. “By my reckoning,” he continued, “you need to look sharp and make it your trouble to know, if you want to keep your head on your shoulders.”

With this, he pushed back the sleeves of his jacket, in a gesture Natty thought must be the prelude to his drawing a sword. But no. Rather than that, he proceeded to wrap his arms around her and lift her up as if she weighed no more than an infant, and then to carry her in the same upright position until he reached the dock of the court, where he installed her like a peg in a hole. In this strange embrace, the fear that rose in Natty was continually checked by the foul smell of dampness, and rotten flesh, that rose from Smirke and filled her head to the exclusion of almost every other thing.

“This is where not knowing will land you,” he said as he released her. “You will stand here”—he jabbed at her with his finger—“and I shall sit there”—he pointed at the chair raised on its platform behind her—“and Mr. Jinks will be here”—he stabbed the air close to her head—“and Mr. Stone will be waiting here, in case we think you are guilty.” As he said this last phrase, he indicated the stained ground on which he stood, and scuffled his feet as if he were trying to color his shoes with blood.

The performance was so bold, Natty insists she found it more farcical than anything, and actually had to resist a compulsion to smile. I have since told her this was merely an aspect of her fear, and nothing to be surprised at. Yet she was right in thinking Smirke was not about to put an end to her. He was enjoying himself too much for that, like a cat with its mouse. After frowning at her for a moment in her new place, and finding this still did not loosen her tongue, his hand went nowhere near his sword but only flew back to his tufts of beard again, from which he wiped the spittle and sweat a second time.

This scowling gradually became a long grumble, delivered more to himself than Natty, about the growing warmth of the sun, and the impossibility of working any more, and the need for Natty to “consider her fate” and suchlike. From this, Natty understood that her silence had won her a victory of a kind: it allowed Smirke to remain convinced that not even a whole army of her friends would be capable of organizing an attack on his camp. In this respect at least, she silently gave thanks for his degradation, which allowed him to remain complacent about the extent of his own power on the island.

At the same time, Natty understood the balance of his mind might very easily swing in a different direction. So when Smirke eventually turned his back and ordered Stone to put her in the distillery, she complied with the order in a way that must have seemed close to grateful. She followed across the compound without a word. As the door of the distillery closed behind her, and the key turned in the lock, and the smothering reek of the place wrapped around her like a cloth, she actually mouthed, “Thank you” into the darkness.


22
The Ravine

WHEN I WAS a child helping my father in the Hispaniola, I very often saw men made drunk by the fumes of their grog, as well as by grog itself. Natty had found the same in the Spyglass; it is a common enough sight. Now she herself became like one of those topers. The distillery might not have been visited for several hours, and the barrel that was the climax of the operation might have been only half full—but every part of it smelled so strong, it quickly made her feel intoxicated. For this reason, you might say she began her captivity by seeming to celebrate.

Perhaps this was all for the good, since it allowed her the drunkard’s opportunity of taking an excessive interest in matters that deserve only a moment’s attention. Bars of sunlight, slanting between the planks of the walls, soon became objects of great sentimental interest as they illuminated the dust in the air, and turned it into a stairway for miniature angels. The scratching of birds’ feet along the roof created a melody as fascinating as the music of the spheres.

At the same time, in the familiar paradox of drunkenness, Natty felt liberated from immediate circumstances, and able to concentrate instead on remote figures and places. Her father, for instance, whom she saw on his bed overlooking the River Thames as clearly as if she were lying beside him; when she pressed the hard ground on which she was sitting, she might have been touching the bones of his hand. She assures me that I also appeared to her, and by looking closely into her eyes showed how much I wanted her safe return. From this I conclude that she welcomed the thought of me—which, had I known it at the time, would have consoled me more than I felt able to comfort her.

Such dreams, alas, were never solid enough to occupy Natty for more than a few moments. Fear continually dragged her back to the present—fear stoked by the sound of the pirates’ voices, which reached her through the wall of the shack that was also the wall of their hut. Every word of their conversation was audible, and its subject was mainly herself.

Smirke had begun talking the moment he went in through the door: Natty heard the clump of his boots across the wooden floor, then a terrific creak as he hurled himself onto a bed; the rest arranged themselves more gently.

“What kind of scrape have you got us into here, you swab?” he growled.

Natty understood this to mean that she was the scrape and Stone was the swab—which hardly seemed fair, despite her loathing of him. Stone, to her surprise, seemed almost contrite.

“I wish it had never happened, Captain. Just a lad. But a dangerous lad, seeing we don’t know what comes along with him.”

“Give me the word and I’ll tear out his tongue. That will make it start wagging soon enough.” This was a voice Natty did not recognize—perhaps another guard off the Achilles, who had stayed behind when Jinks and the other men left to oversee the prisoners at work.

“If we tear out his tongue,” replied Smirke, in a sarcastic parody of reason, “how shall we ever hear what we want?”

This produced a burst of laughter, and a babble of voices all talking together, wondering quite what they did want, and whether it need involve words. Smirke stamped his foot to silence them.

“Quiet, you dogs. Quiet, and use your heads. There’s a question we must consider. A whole heap of questions in fact, and I’ll now proceed to lay them out for you, along with the answers. One: is the boy alone? I’ll wager not. Two: who comes along with him? I’ll wager a party. Three: what sort of party? I’ll wager a party with weapons. Four: what will they want of us?” Here Smirke paused, and Natty imagined him widening his eyes to solicit opinions—for rather than continuing with his own next “wager,” there was a sudden outburst.

“The silver! The silver!” said half a dozen voices together. “They’ll want the silver!”

Smirke said nothing to this, which again allowed Natty to do some imagining. She saw much nodding of heads, and apprehensive rubbing of hands, and squaring of jaws, as the pirates reminded one another that nothing mattered more to them than their treasure.

“So there we have it, shipmates,” Smirke continued eventually. “A question. What we might call a di-lem-ma.” He spoke the word trippingly, as if it were something too hot to swallow. “And this di-lem-ma is: do we need the lad Nat to help us solve our difficulty? Or is he just … in our way?”

Although these last three words were slowly drawn out, they also produced a squall of voices, which showed that, as far as the majority were concerned, the question had already been answered and the dilemma solved. “Show him the sword!” they clamored; “Make him into pork!”; “Hang him with a rope!”; “Squeeze out his eyes!”—and other gleeful cruelties that came with such a wild clattering of feet the whole cabin shook.

When this fusillade had died away there was further pause before Smirke spoke again. “Very well, lads,” he said, with a surprising loftiness, as though to remind them he was their captain. “I’m obliged to you. I’ll take your advice under consideration—indeed I shall. I’ll do my considering, and I’ll digest all these things that you’ve given me to chew upon, and I’ll render you my verdict in my own good time.”

More mumbling followed this, rising into another ragged crescendo when the third voice (the voice Natty did not recognize) asked, “Why not make him a hostage? We’ll have his mates where we want them, if we have their pretty boy to trade.”

There was a pause, then a snigger. “Course, if that’s too much trouble we could just string him up now and be done with him. We’ll deal with his party likewise, when they show—we’ll—”

But there was no chance for Natty to hear what new violence might be proposed, since just as this voice began warming to its theme, Smirke interrupted. There was none of the dignity he had attempted a moment before—only a flash of anger. “I’ve told you, Noser,” he snapped, “I’ll have no mutiny from you. Not from any of you shipmates. I’m your captain, and you’ll do my bidding. And my bidding is: wait while I consider. Understand that?” Natty pictured him glaring around, his wide mouth half-open like a cod.

This outburst seemed to quench the pirates’ appetite for more talk—and to confirm that he reckoned the debate was finished, Smirke now smacked his hands together and gave a decisive “Very well!” A turbulent silence settled inside the cabin—if it can be called silence when men are dragging off to lounge on their beds, and complaining about the temperature, and berating one another, and quarreling about a bottle found beneath a table. In truth this sound-show was commonplace in all its details, yet it gave Natty such an impression of brute stupidity, she began to fear Smirke was more likely to kill her for entertainment than any other reason.

In this respect, the effect of the distillery became a kind of salvation: when the log house was eventually quiet, Natty fell asleep. This might seem surprising, since it suggests she was not sufficiently terrified by the idea of death to stay awake. But in reality our bodies often choose to obey their own laws, rather than the operations of our minds. Many condemned men, when they wake and remember they will be hanged within the hour, take the trouble to eat their breakfast, and show concern for themselves as though they expect to live. Even Jordan Hands bound his thumb before leaping over the side of the Nightingale. To dignify this, I might add that Natty had not slept all the previous night, and was tired.

She woke again to the scrape of her door opening, and a flood of light in her eyes—through which appeared the silhouette of Smirke. Her first thought was: she had a foul taste in her mouth. Her second was: her head thundered, as if she had been drinking. Her third was: regret that she had not been awake to hear Smirke announce her fate. These first two made her sorry for herself. The third made her frightened.

“On your feet, lad,” he ordered. “We must do this man to man, or I’ll be thinking I’ve murdered a baby, and that will hang heavy on me.”

Given the number of Smirke’s other sins, this seemed a strange concern—but Natty was glad to hear it nonetheless, since it suggested a grain of charity still remained in him. How much chance it had to develop was another matter, which Natty realized as her eyes grew accustomed to the brightness, and noticed that behind him stood Stone and the other man whom she had heard in the cabin saying he wanted to cut out her tongue. She assumed this must be Noser; he was the tallest of the three, with a very lean body, and childish goggle-eyes that were separated by the unnaturally large proboscis that gave him his name. This made him look odd enough. Stranger still was his dress, for he was clothed with tatters of canvas and sea cloth, and this extraordinary patchwork was held together by a system of the most various and incongruous fastenings, brass buttons, bits of stick and loops of tarry gaskin. About his waist he wore an old brass-buckled leather belt, which was the one solid thing in his accoutrement, and squeaked very noisily whenever he moved. He might have been the jester in a medieval court.

Natty felt as certain there was no compassion in this man as she was sure there was none in Stone and Smirke. All the same, she kept staring bravely at each of the pirates in turn, and then around the yard as they led her forward, to give the impression that she was undaunted. Because the sun was two-thirds of its way across the sky, she calculated it must be late in the afternoon. By this time, as she knew, the evening storm would be brewing out to sea, and very soon would dispatch clouds to spew their rain and wind over the island. Whatever the pirates had in mind for her, it was clear they wanted it finished without delay—so they would not get a soaking.

Smirke kept his hand heavily on Natty’s shoulder until they reached the open ground close to the Fo’c’sle Court—where he relaxed his pressure. “Now,” he said, wiping his blubbery face. Natty understood from the new deliberation governing his behavior that for the first time he was genuinely concerned to discover whatever secrets she knew—while still wanting to entertain himself with cruelties. “Damn me if you don’t know something I need to know, lad. Something we all need to know, which you’re going to tell us.”

Because Natty had only just left her prison, she felt it reasonable to say nothing for a moment, but merely rub her arms and wrists until the blood flowed through them more easily. This silence, which in Smirke’s mind was merely a continuation of her stubbornness, very quickly enraged him.

“Don’t you keep playing the fool with me,” he bellowed. There was a flustered look on his face, which told her he had probably intended to lead up to this anger by a more circuitous route. However, having lost his temper immediately he took no steps to gather himself again, but instead plowed on, drawing a gully from his belt. “I’ve had enough of your silences, my boy. Give us the news of how you came here. And who came with you. And where you reckon they might be now—or maybe you think they’ve left you to your fate? Can’t say I’d have done any different, if I’d been them. In any case: it’s your words I want, or I’ll take your tongue if I can’t have them.”

Stone stood impassive as he heard this, but Noser lunged forward and slapped Smirke on the back, as if to say, “Now we’ll see some fun.” Smirke seemed not to feel it, but kept his rheumy eyes fixed on Natty’s face and slowly rolled up one sleeve of his jacket. “Here’s luck” and “Ted Smirke his fancy” were very neatly and clearly tattooed above the wrist, and on his forearm, which was leathery with age and completely hairless, there was a sketch of a gallows with a man hanging from it.

“I cannot tell what you want,” Natty said, looking away in revulsion. She thought her voice sounded light and frail—very like her own true voice, in fact, which she then struggled to disguise in what followed. This was not something she had practiced, but a thought that came to her by instinct.

“Mr. Smirke,” she said, using his name for the first time. “You must put yourself in my position. You must ask yourself: would I save myself to betray my friends?”

Natty had expected this to be the start of a much longer speech, in which she would appeal to the spirit of common humanity. But the effect of even these few words was so dramatic, she had no chance to continue.

“Spare me your speeches!” Smirke said, slashing the air in front of her face. “It’s news I want from you, lad, not speeches. News. And facts. Now I’ll ask you again. Will you give them to us, or must we frighten them out of you?”

If any fumes from the distillery still lingered in Natty’s brain, this dispelled them. She knew that she had come to the end of excuses, and could not delay any longer. It was time to speak about the Nightingale, or else suffer and die.

She opened her mouth—and then suddenly closed it again, as the sound of singing rose from the land between the stockade and the sea. At first it was very faint, but quickly came closer and gained strength:


Praise the Lord for the beauty of the field

Alleluia!

Praise the Lord for the seed-time and the yield

Alleluia!

Praise the Lord for earth and grain

Praise the Lord for sun and rain

Praise the Lord that hurts are healed

Alleluia!



There could be no doubt what the song meant; it was the prisoners, returning from their work. And although this was a daily event, and might therefore have been tedious to Smirke and the rest, in fact it seized their attention. Natty thought this must be because it proved their authority, while reminding them of evening pleasures that would soon begin. When she looked again at Smirke, he seemed to have quite forgotten her; like Stone and Noser, he was agog to see the southern gate open, and the procession begin.

Although Natty was glad of the respite, what now appeared to her was very shocking. The prisoners were quite worn down with fatigue, so every head drooped and every foot dragged through the dust—which made their continuing to sing seem all the more remarkable. When she saw Scotland, she quickly closed her eyes. The skin of his shoulders was shiny with blood, and a long wound was open across the top of his head, as if the skin had been cut and deliberately pulled apart.

Jinks strutted at the head of the column, like a general who had marched his men up to the top of a hill and then down again; the other tyrants who had escaped the wreck of the Achilles patrolled on either side, waiting to snap at anyone who strayed. No one had the energy. As their singing stopped, which it did as soon as they came into the compound, the prisoners trudged in sullen weariness and obedience. This, to judge by the smile that now creased Smirke’s wide face, was everything he wanted.

Onward they shuffled, toward the porch outside their log house, where a barrel had been placed, and a wooden trough such as might be used to feed pigs. It was filled with water, which each prisoner knelt to drink before delving into the barrel and retrieving a wedge of black bread. With this in their hand, they then sank into the same darkness that had disgorged them a few hours before. It was not the end of their day’s hardship, however—merely a pause before the beginning of its second and more terrible part.

Natty did not expect to see any of these later cruelties, because she did not expect to be alive—as Smirke soon reminded her. Watching the last few prisoners disappear, he lost interest in them as abruptly as he had found it, and remembered what they had interrupted.

“One final time,” he barked, turning toward Natty and tapping the blade of his dagger against the open palm of his hand. “Tell us where your mates have got to. Have they left you, or are they coming for you?”

“I have told you as much as I can,” Natty replied, tearing her gaze away from the prisoners. To give an impression of indifference, she did not look at Smirke directly, but into the sky behind him. Smirke did not seem in the least impressed by this, but Natty could not have expected such a simple gesture would lead to the strangest exchange of their encounter. For as she continued watching the clouds traveling across the sky above the Anchorage, trying to distract her mind with their shifting grays and whites, she heard Smirke say, “God’s teeth but you’re a stubborn piece of work, Nat. Don’t you know who I am? Don’t you know how I’ve lived? I’ve sailed with Captain Flint! I’ve been the friend of old Barbecue Silver!”

To hear her father mentioned like this, as if he were the devil himself, struck Natty a painful blow.

“And what of Mr. Silver?” she whispered.

“What of Silver?” he ranted on. “The coldest heart I ever knew. Silver’s a dog, and he taught me my own dog’s ways. Woof! Woof!”

Smirke threw himself against Natty as he made these noises, so that she felt his buckles and buttons pressing through her clothes. But he was not quite finished with her father yet.

“The last I saw of that rogue was his miserable face leering over the side of the Hispaniola and my musket ball parting the hair on his head. Another inch to the south and I’d have blown him to the flames he deserved! Not a day passes …”

Here Smirke seemed ready to continue swimming for some while in the current of his hatred, and might well have done so if Stone had not stepped forward and tapped him on the arm.

“Yes?” he snapped, whirling around.

“The prisoner, Captain sir,” said Stone, speaking very properly like a good sailor but at the same time grinning. “You are forgetting the prisoner.”

The effect of this interruption was startling. Smirke stood still, frowning at the ground as though he had forgotten where on earth he was, grinding his teeth and cursing. It was a terrifying glimpse of hatred, but Natty told herself she must take advantage of it. To hear her father condemned with such violence should have been outrageous—the man she knew bore no resemblance to anything Smirke had described. Yet in fact it invigorated her; by conjuring up her father, Smirke had given her an example of ingenuity, when she felt her own resources were about to run dry.

Her new resolve was tested immediately, for no sooner had Smirke composed himself than he became purposeful again, as Stone had encouraged him to be.

“You there,” he called across the yard, to a brace of guards who had recently returned the prisoners to their quarters. “Robinson. Rawson.”

“Yes, Captain,” grunted one man, and the other, “Aye-aye, Captain,” as they trotted toward him.

“You know your duties,” Smirke told them, thrusting his gully back into his belt, and suddenly smiling at Natty to show how much he was enjoying this new display of his power. “Light the fire and make everything ready for my return. Noser!”

The goggle-eyed man lurched forward obediently. “Aye-aye, Captain.”

“Kill us a doo-dah, and that will be our dinner. I expect to be hungry when I’m done with Master Nat here.”

“Gladly Captain,” said Noser, rubbing his proboscis and stamping off toward the farm pen. As he leaned over its low wall, the creatures beyond it began a most pathetic gabble, appearing to understand that he bestrode their world like Death himself.

“An excellent executioner,” Smirke told Natty, still smiling. “We all say that about Noser. A very excellent and delicate butcher.” Then he turned to face Stone and continued in the same complacent voice. “As you are yourself, of course, my friend; as you are yourself. So favor me with your company if you will, and walk with me so that we can attend to our prisoner here.”

By way of giving an answer, Stone ran one hand across his throat. As he did so, the sun disappeared behind clouds and the wind strengthened off the sea, flapping his trousers around his legs until he leaned backward a little to resist the pressure. This tilt of his body, slight as it was, gave Natty the fanciful idea that even wild Nature had finally turned against her, since it supported her enemy, and now she would be taken to the Fo’c’sle Court, where—

But she did not have to complete the thought. For instead of heading in that direction, Smirke began goading her toward the northern gate of the stockade. She noticed that Stone seemed to understand what must follow; he gave a high-pitched chuckle as he fell in step with them.

The ground at this end of the yard was lumpy with old tree roots, so Natty sometimes stumbled as she went, and once even staggered to keep her footing, as a person might do if they were weak with fear. She regretted giving this impression, since her spirits were now suddenly higher—she insists—than at any time since her captivity began. I have often questioned her about this, finding such optimism hard to credit. Her answer is always the same: that what she felt was not optimism, but rather the impossibility of her own death. She did not think the foliage would suddenly part and reveal her rescuers—the captain and myself. She did not imagine Smirke would change his mind and show mercy, or decide to keep her as a hostage after all; he was too foolish and too vain. She very simply could not believe that she had reached her limit in the world. It was the mention of her father that made this possible; he seemed to have survived everything—why should not she?

Natty remained steadfast, or perhaps I should say innocent, even when the climb uphill from the camp began in earnest, along a track that wound between many large rhododendron bushes. Here, rather than contemplating Last Things, she says she began thinking that courage might not be an exalted state, but a natural and primitive thing that derives from our desire to die as we want to live—with dignity. Her life had not been a long one, but she had assembled it carefully. She felt that to vandalize it now with some sort of collapse would have been worse than giving Smirke a victory; it would have licensed her to become a little like him.

Before Natty could finish these thoughts, the fellow suddenly called her name, then followed it with a barrage of groans and curses. Evidently every practical thing was always done for him in the degeneracy of the camp, and although once a very strong man, he had become almost entirely slack during the passage of the years. Even marching this short distance had puffed him out. “Damn me for a landlubber,” he gasped, between futile hoofs at the ground. “Damn this earth. Give me a good ship and a following wind; I’ll have none of this weight and clay.”

This outburst made Smirke so thoroughly exhausted, Natty thought for a moment she might be able to save herself—by plunging into the bushes and running away. When she felt Stone’s sword in her back, however, and heard the steadiness of his silence, she realized he would easily overtake her, then overpower her, and then in all likelihood deprive her of the very dignity she had just been celebrating to herself. She therefore kept to the path and continued walking, trying to occupy her mind by noticing how suddenly some of the blossoms around her had begun to close, now there was no direct sunlight to encourage them, and how the raindrops that had started to fall made a light tapping sound on the leaves, like fingernails.

After another few minutes of hard climbing, they left the belt of shrubs and came to a little wood of Scots pine. Here they felt the wind blowing more strongly, bending the crowns of the trees so that some of them began to scrape together—except where they seemed to step back aghast, and left a patch of open ground. As soon as Natty saw this, she realized it was Smirke’s destination—the great crack in the earth that ran down from near the summit of Spyglass Hill, the ravine we had found together with Bo’sun Kirkby on our reconnaissance of the stockade. Then we had been near the shore, where the depth of the thing was not more than forty feet, but still terrifying. Here it was more than twice as much.

“Stop here, lad,” said Smirke, pausing for breath between every phrase. “This is as far as we go. And as far as you’ll ever go.”

Natty turned around and saw Smirke crouched with his hands on his knees. Stone, on the contrary, stood cool and upright, swinging his sword like a pendulum; the blade was shiny with raindrops.

“We often bring our friends here,” Stone said, in his thin and piping voice.

Because this sounded reasonable, Natty thought for a moment they must come to see the view behind him, which was indeed beautiful. The stockade was entirely hidden by the bushes they had passed through, and the island seemed a paradise again. A stormy paradise, with loose purple clouds billowing up from the horizon, but gorgeous in the polished green of its vegetation and the prolific scattering of its flowers. If this was to be her final sight of the earth, she could think of nothing to match it.

When he had allowed Natty to gaze for a minute, Stone corrected her. “Behind you,” he said with a snigger. “The view is behind you.”

At this Natty turned—and found herself looking vertiginously into the black wound of the ravine. She lurched backward.

“Not back,” said Smirke, wheezing loudly as he levered himself upright again. “Not back, anymore, my lad—not for you. Only forward and down, forward and down. That’s the direction you’re heading.”

Natty said nothing to this, hoping her silence would be the last answer she had to give. Her legs were trembling so violently, they actually shook the fabric of her trousers.

“But then again,” Smirke continued, “you must be wondering: why here? Well, I’ll tell you why here, my lad, since your brains may not be working as well as normal. We’ve brought you here because we don’t want your friends to find you when they come looking. Always supposing you have any friends, of course.” He exchanged a glance with Stone, and a smile of congratulation, then went on with a quite unnecessary laboring of detail. “If we kept you behind with the rest of the swabs, and dealt with you there, we’d look … responsible for you. I mean, your friends would know we’d chopped off your head, wouldn’t they? They’d dig you up and take a look. If they exist, they would. Up here, they’ll never think of looking. And if they do look, they’ll never see. You’ll be too far gone into the earth. Unvisited, you know. That’s what you’ll be. Unvisited.”

The wind was now strong enough for Smirke to raise his voice as he unburdened himself of all this, which Natty knew must be his definitive attempt to frighten her. But the shouting did nothing to dry the strange wetness in his voice. Quick dabs of spittle, warmer than the rain, dropped into the tufts of his beard or flew directly into her face.

It seems extraordinary, when Natty had already suffered so much that was insulting and terrifying, but this small annoyance ended her patience with him, and so in a sense with life itself. Quite suddenly, she could not endure Smirke’s disgustingness any longer. Two steps were all it took to prove as much—two steps that brought her to the edge of the ravine, where a steady draft of cold air suddenly blew upward from its depths and fluttered against her face. She glanced across, wondering whether she might be able to jump and escape that way. But no, it was too wide, and the far side was too thickly forested with pines, all swaying in the wind, and shaking their hair like mourners.

She looked down. Twenty fathoms down and shockingly far, to where the pale green slimy walls, and the dribbles of white and gray left by roosting birds, ended in heaps of bone. Some of these had rags of clothing among them. They made Natty think: the world itself has died here. It is the end of everything. I know now how my own body will appear, when others come to look for me. Meaningless and forgotten.

“Damn you all,” she said, without so much as a glance backward at Smirke and Stone. “You will never hurt me.” Then she stepped into the empty air.


23
Walking on Water

WHEN NATTY WAS a child comforting her father, she sometimes dreamed of launching from his crow’s nest overlooking the city of London, and letting the wind sweep her along its currents. This fantasy came back to her in the first seconds of her fall into the ravine—the glide, the hush, the cushion of air against her breast. It gave her the leisure to inspect everything that passed before her eyes, with as much attention as if she were looking through a microscope. The green weed covering the rock face, which had been carved by trickles of moisture. Ledges on which a skin of earth had formed, and dwarfish shrubs taken hold. The grubby tail feather of a pigeon, snagged on a twig.

Then the silence ended, and the light dimmed, and her plunge was no longer a glide but a cacophony, and a tightening, as if her body had been ordered to squeeze through a crack in the air but would not fit, and finally lost all sense of itself in a sudden and stinging halt.

I am describing this as Natty told it to me, but I am withholding something, a thing she herself had hidden from Smirke. While he was jeering behind her back, and Stone was poking with his sword, she had looked into the ravine—hoping to give an impression of preparing to meet her Maker, while in fact devising her salvation. Although the drop to the bottom would certainly have killed her, she saw that several pine trees, which storms had uprooted and tossed into the narrow opening, were wedged in it crossways. These made a very rough sort of ladder, on which a person might climb toward the distant floor, if only they could reach the first rung and so begin their descent.

Natty’s intention, when she stepped into thin air, was to fling herself onto the first rung of this ladder, which was a tree she reckoned must have been felled by the recent strong winds, since the snapped wood around its base was still very white and clean; it lay some twenty feet below her. And this is what she managed to do. The fall I have just described, which seemed to last for a whole minute but in reality filled no more than an instant, ended not in the blackness of oblivion, but in the much more forgiving dark of pine branches. Their bark was the sudden halt she felt, and their needles the sting.

This might have been her salvation, but it knocked the wind from her lungs and the wits from her head. All the wits, at any rate, apart from those that told her to rouse herself as soon as possible, since Smirke and Stone were likely to peer downward for evidence of her death. This made her wriggle through the branches until she had buried herself from view; when this was done, she waited quietly until her executioners lost interest.

When she was certain they must have returned to the stockade, she waited for the same period again, to make doubly sure, clinging to the branches like a squirrel. Her fear now was: the pine tree might be insecurely wedged between the two sides of the crevice, and tip her into the abyss—but its own weight had apparently been enough to guarantee it stuck fast. Her comfort lay in knowing the world above was growing darker and more heavily rained upon with every passing second, and so less hospitable to prying eyes. Crashes of thunder were now clearly audible, along with the hissing of other trees that remained on the edges of the ravine.

Natty was inclined to remain hidden until dawn, but she expected Smirke might suddenly return to enjoy the scene of her disappearance, or more likely Stone. This meant she must escape their reach more definitely—and therefore, after yet another cautious delay, she nerved herself to crawl onto the bare trunk of her perch; from here she could dimly see other trees arranged like lower rungs in the half-light beneath her.

Sliding herself over the side of the trunk she dropped through space a second time, only to knock the breath from her lungs a second time. As she recovered, with her head spinning and her face pricked and scratched by needles, the idea of a third fall and then a fourth became intolerable. There must, she thought, be an easier way to proceed—and set about finding toeholds in the wall beside her, and fingerholds, and assorted small ledges and shelves and platforms and outcrops. With their help, and all the agility she could muster, she made her way downward into the colder and darker air. When her feet eventually touched solid ground, she stood foursquare for a moment, allowing her eyes to become familiar with the gloom. As the outlines of boulders and smaller rocks grew more definite, and their various shades of gray or black became separate from one another, she felt the gratitude of a traveler who has met Death on the road but brushed him aside.

This was an especially strange sensation, because Death in fact now appeared all around her, represented by the bones and skulls of prisoners who had been forced to share her fate without having her fortune. In her nervous gaze they appeared to glow in the twilight, as if they possessed an unearthly interior power. Several had lain among the rocks so long, they had been picked clean by birds—and also, she thought, washed by stream water running over them, since they had been disarranged, and were now pointing in all directions. One or two, however, including one that must have been the body of a child—it was so small—were not yet disturbed.

Natty did not tell me this detail to prove her lack of sympathy, but to show how the mind, when it is shocked, retreats into a way of noticing that appears cold-hearted but is in fact the opposite. It places a value on everything, by paying attention to everything. This is a subject I might elaborate, since it interests me greatly—but I will resist the temptation, and mention instead that while Natty did not weep for the wretches around her, she saw enough of what they had endured to feel certain she would never forget them, and then turned away.

As the ravine jinked downhill, and the last flush of day faded from the narrow strip of sky overhead, and the walls gave back the reassuring sound of her own breath, Natty’s fear of discovery and recapture began to disappear. It was replaced by something akin to dreaming. She no longer heard the thunder above her. The rain only reached her in flicks and dashes. Sometimes, because the darkness around her was thickening steadily, she thought she must have become a kind of sleepwalker, whose way ahead had already been cleared for her. Sometimes she seemed entirely outside the familiar boundaries of the world. All she knew for certain was that her walk did not resemble any she had taken before. The earth—which a short while before had seemed indifferent—was now defending her.

When Natty first told me this, I thought the effect of her imprisonment and hunger, and the marvelous shock of her escape, must have combined to produce a hallucination of mercy. But what if it did? For as long as she stayed in that secret cleft, with the spirits of dead prisoners padding over the rocks behind her, she considered herself safe. And when a large white owl appeared out of nowhere, and floated before her for several paces, she imagined she had seen her own soul set free from her body, so that it could act as a guide, and felt nothing else would ever frighten her.

It was for this sort of reason, if reason is quite the word, that Natty decided she would not immediately return to the Nightingale and her friends. On the contrary. As her walk continued east, parallel to the stockade, she made a second judgment I have always found very surprising, but realize she believed must have been for the best. She persuaded herself that if she turned toward the pine woods when she came above ground again, and set off toward our ship, she would probably meet Stone, who would kill her as soon as he had convinced himself she was not a ghost. Either that, or she would lose her way in the storm. Or else she would encounter some other danger—such as a pit of the kind that had trapped Scotland, or a ferocious animal. In any event, and guided by her unhappiness, she decided she must delay her journey back to us until sleep and sunlight had made the world familiar again.

So it was, when the walls of the ravine eventually shrank to nothing, and the chill air began to grow warmer, and echoes that had been her companions gave way to bullying gusts of rain and wind, she did not come in my direction, but kept on toward the coast. I would later suggest she might have been led by the spirit of her father, for reasons that will soon become apparent. She has never told me I might be wrong.

Natty had emerged on the northern shore of Captain Kidd’s Anchorage, which she knew by seeing the curve of the bay to her right and—opposite the bulk of Skeleton Island—the walls of the stockade, and the roofs of the log houses, all reddened by the fire that Smirke had ordered to be built before he led her away. The poisonous glow of its flames, and the leaping shadows they cast, were enough to convince her that if she had been able to put a telescope to her eye, she would have found the same scenes of barbarity that the captain and I had previously seen together, no doubt with a few guards set here and there as a defense against “new arrivals” on the island.

This made her crouch down, in order to avoid being made visible by any moonbeams that might burst between the clouds, and then creep further around the bay. Only when she reached the next patch of cover did she dare stand upright again, and pay proper attention to where she was, rather than always staring at where she feared to be. The trees here were live oaks, all blown by the sea wind into contorted attitudes; their leaves felt hard in the darkness, and shone in the rain like fragments of jade.

At this safe distance from the camp, Natty was again tempted to lie low and rest, knowing she would have fair warning of any approach. But as before, her instincts prompted her onward, until she was through the trees and walking on softer ground. She had reached the rice fields, which she saw had been made very neatly, and were fed by streams running off Spyglass Hill.

Natty understood Scotland and the rest must have been brought here that same morning, when she had seen them marched from the camp. Each trim plot was their devising and their work. The thought of so much care, given under the threat of so much cruelty, made her stop and cover her face with her hands—until she realized her silhouette must be visible against the open sea, and she had better cower down again.

The sound that now filled her head was no longer only wind and rain, but the surf as it folded in long rollers along the crescent of the bay. As she paused to listen, Natty found she was filled with a kind of reverence. The density of noise, and the strange inward luminosity of the waves, and the repetition of their self-gathering, provoked her into feeling she must drop onto her knees and give thanks to her Creator. Thanks for her escape from Death, and for the world He allowed her to enjoy. But even as this feeling dawned in her, she knew it was not the moment for any such reflection, and hurried onward.

A hundred more paces and she came to another standstill—sensing immediately that she had found what she wanted, without having previously guessed what that might be. It was the beginnings of a sandbar, running out through the shallows toward the open sea. For the most part it was covered by the tide—but at the edge of vision, where she expected to see nothing but waves churning in the darkness, lay a sudden dark bump of land, obscurely crowned with ferns. It was the White Rock—the same that I had first seen myself from the deck of the Nightingale.

She stepped into the sea, where she thought the sandbar must be submerged, and felt it hard and ridged beneath her feet. This made her remember Moses walking through the waters of the Red Sea, and Christ himself gliding across the Sea of Galilee—but such ideas were soon washed away. Within a minute she was gripping long fronds of bracken that flopped over the edge of the Rock. Then she was hauling herself up the sheer sides and balancing on the rim, with the ferns and other plants swaying around her.

So far as she could tell, the little island was no more than half a dozen yards wide in every direction, and hollow like the mouth of a miniature volcano. But whereas a true volcano would have a crater as bare as the ravine she had just left, the declivity here was very spongy, because it was covered with the dead leaves of plants that grew above it.

When Natty stepped among these plants they seemed to embrace her eagerly, caressing her face with their long fingers, which had a delicious scent of rotten wood, and leading her down and inward toward the center of the nest. Here the noise of the storm was miraculously stilled, and the rain became a slowly falling dew. It was impossible for Natty to resist her weariness any longer; impossible not to stretch out and sleep. As she did so the latticework of leaves closed above her head, obliterating the storm entirely.



Part V
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THE AFTERMATH
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The Captain’s Plan

I SHALL NOW leave Natty in her nest and return to my own story—which must begin with the account of how I occupied myself in her absence. This was a bitter time, haunted by fears for her safety, but I was not allowed to shrink from the world and fret in solitude. On the contrary, I found things happening to me that I could not avoid and cannot forget.

The birds in our estuary began their squawking and chattering as soon as the sun came up. Yet I knew before I hung over the side of my bunk, and saw the smooth pillow on the bed below me, that Natty was not there. The silence in the cabin was too absolute. My first thought was: she had fallen asleep on deck, where I knew she had stayed with Scotland. But when I had pulled on my day shirt and clambered up the companionway, I found nothing except footprints in the dew, which had covered the surface of the ship as thickly as a layer of paint. From this I learned they had paced the deck for a while, then padded toward the landward side of the Nightingale—where they disappeared. When I called up to Mr. Lawson, to ask whether he had seen them, it was clear from the yawning that preceded his answer—“No”—that he had been asleep for the past several hours. I cursed him and turned to scour the undergrowth, which sunlight was now heating into lurid yellows and greens. In my heart I already accepted I would not see them. They had gone.

Gone where? If there had been traces of a third set of footprints on deck, I should have thought one of the pirates from the stockade had taken them—or maybe some other inhabitant of the island of whom we presently knew nothing. But there was no evidence for this sort of kidnap. No sign of a stranger, and no trace of a confrontation. Natty had left by choice—unless Scotland had suddenly changed from being a grateful friend into her enemy. This seemed so unlikely I did not consider the possibility for more than a moment.

But if she had left by choice, what did she plan to do? Explore the island? Not in darkness. Escape with Scotland? Impossible. Although I knew an affection had sprung up between them, it was not of this kind. Would they, then, have devised a plan they thought might do some good for the rest of us? This seemed probable—and impetuous, to say the least.

I told myself it was only a matter of time before they would reappear through the undergrowth, and we would be happy again. But when Captain Beamish came on deck he soon dashed these hopes. He did not even trouble to condemn Mr. Lawson for failing to see their disappearance; he simply called him down from his position in the crow’s nest, told him to get along to the galley and feed himself, then accepted with a long face that Natty was lost in a harebrained scheme of some kind. “She is her father’s daughter,” he whispered to me; I took his words as a sign of the trust he kept in me.

I was comforted by this, as I was by the rest of the crew now arriving on deck. They looked a ragged party in the early light, with their crumpled clothes, and their hair any old how—all rubbing at their eyes or munching on apples they had snatched from Mr. Allan’s barrel. But they were good fellows. The day before, they had put their lives in danger for the general good, and not forgotten their duty to one another. At the same time, I thought they would be no match for the pirates. They were men of a later time, and sailors not warriors. Unless we could establish a definite advantage, they were more likely to end their days on Treasure Island than they were to leave it with their fortune.

It was clear that when the captain had ended our conversation the previous evening, he was still considering the various courses open to us. We might negotiate with Smirke and his men. Or we might attack them. Now it seemed there was no alternative; Nat was at risk, he announced, and must be rescued.

The decision provoked a cheer from the men, although when I saw them clapping one another on the back they seemed more concerned to bolster their courage than show how warmly they agreed with their commander-in-chief.

“Bo’sun Kirkby,” said the captain—at which their noise immediately stopped, and so confirmed it was not quite heartfelt.

The bo’sun stepped forward, pulling his beard straight and standing to attention as well as he was able. His cap was pushed back on his head, showing a white line on his forehead where the sun had not yet ebonized him.

“Yes, Captain.”

“Bo’sun Kirkby, I want you to hear what I have to say, and tell me whether you agree. This is not the time for any of us to harbor doubts.”

I thought this was clever, since it gave an appearance of democracy to what was in fact an order.

“I want you to agree,” the captain went on, “that in all probability Master Nat has fallen into the hands of our enemies, along with Mr. Scotland.”

“In all probability, Captain,” said Bo’sun Kirkby, seeming rather surprised to find so large a word fitting into his mouth.

“I want you to agree that although we do not know the conditions in which they are held, they are probably dangerous.”

“Most likely dangerous, Captain.”

“I want you to agree that we should visit the stockade with a view to rescuing Master Nat, by force if necessary.”

Bo’sun Kirkby, whose face was now reddening with the effort of standing to attention for so long, replied very determinedly to this. “By force, Captain,” he barked.

“I want you to agree that if Master Nat is not in fact a prisoner inside the stockade, we shall have other duties to perform there.”

“Other duties, Captain.” Bo’sun Kirkby said this in a more pausing voice, as if he did not entirely understand what he had heard. The captain evidently thought he had not been sufficiently clear, at any rate, and interrupted his catalog.

“By which I mean the following,” he said. “The courts may not yet have abolished the dreadful trade of slavery, but they surely will, and we can surely anticipate their actions.”

Bo’sun Kirkby brightened considerably, now he caught the drift. “Anticipate very firmly, Captain.”

“To be specific,” the captain continued, “I want you to agree these other duties will be to set free Mr. Scotland and his friends, and to oppose our enemies if they oppose us.”

“Likewise oppose very firmly, Captain.”

“And once we have achieved our objective in this regard, we will continue our search for the silver—assisted by Mr. Scotland.”

“Very ably assisted, I am sure.” Bo’sun Kirkby looked to heaven as he said this, wearing a very gleeful expression.

“And I want you to agree that this will be done with all possible speed,” the captain went on.

“With all possible speed,” said the bo’sun, lowering his gaze again and looking the captain in the eye.

“But not with so much haste that we run unreasonable risks.”

Another look of bewilderment clouded the bo’sun’s face, and his shoulders drooped. It was a signal for their conversation to take a new shape. Hitherto, as I understood it, the captain had tried to rally our spirits by addressing our difficulties in a way that smacked somewhat of comedy. From this point onward, reason and gravity were the order of the day. The change must have altered the atmosphere of the Nightingale, since Spot, who had been listening in silence from his perch in the roundhouse, now suddenly remembered to grieve for his mistress by shouting, “Take me back! Take me back!”

The captain did not so much as glance in his direction, but pulled us into a tighter circle and reminded us what we had learned from Scotland the previous night, and what had since been spread among the men more generally. In addition to Smirke and Stone and Jinks, there were ten guards who had survived the wreck of the Achilles, making an unlucky total of thirteen. Although Scotland had thought they did not have much in the way of guns and gunpowder, it was clear that a small amount had been held in reserve—and this, when combined with the strength of their defenses, their knowledge of the island, and the arms they had dug out of the earth, could be said to amount to a considerable armory.

The captain did not want to admit how this compared to our own situation, but a glance around the deck, and especially toward our useless gun, for which we had no ammunition, made it clear as day. Our numbers were almost the same as the pirates’, but we were men (and a boy) who had never shouldered arms, and had little appetite for fighting. Our weapons were few. Our knowledge of the island was paltry. We lacked the element of surprise that might have been our one advantage before Natty embarked on her adventure.

A silence fell as the captain asked us to reflect on these things—a silence interrupted by the creatures that continued their lives around us: their jabbering and screeching echoed off the surface of the river as it squeezed out to sea. But when I looked into the faces of my fellows, I did not find any hesitation or uncertainty, only resolution. I wished my father and Mr. Silver had been there to see it as well; the story unfolding before us was so like their own, and yet so different. The captain’s plan pitched a new expectation of happiness against the brutal fragment of the old world that still remained on the island.

Not that Captain Beamish would have admitted this himself; it was purely my conception. He was entirely matter-of-fact when he continued speaking. It would be foolish, he said, to approach the stockade in broad daylight, when the pirates could very quickly organize against us, and the prisoners were likely to be scattered. Better if we made a sensible delay, and arrived at first light.

“Who shall go?” now became the question, with the loudest voices suggesting it should be all of us—until the captain brought us to order again. Rather than make a single rush, he said we should divide into two parties: one for the expedition (as he called it); the other to guard the Nightingale, then sail her out from the inlet and back along the coast toward the Anchorage, where she would collect the prisoners after their liberation. He said this so easily and so fast, it sounded like a thing that had been ordained, and not something fraught with dangers. Mr. Lawson, he said, would stay on board with five other shipmates necessary to man the ship. The rest of us would cross the island under his own command. As the words left his mouth he looked directly at me, by which I knew I would be with him. I wanted nothing else.

When these arrangements were settled, and further details had been added to our plans, and more breakfast taken, and pipes smoked, and ropes curled, and sails examined, a large part of the morning was already passed. Yet the remaining hours of the day seemed to stretch very long and vacantly ahead of us.

In such emptiness it was impossible not to encounter Natty at every turn of my mind. One moment I saw her safely hidden in some cranny of the island—asleep and ignorant of all our worries. The next, she was a prisoner in chains, and subject to terrors I could not completely imagine. In either case—and in all the variety that lay between, where I saw her lying injured, or eaten by wild animals, or lost—the effect was to make me very melancholy. While the crew attended to their tasks of ordering and reordering materials around the deck, and Mr. Stevenson returned to his place in the crow’s nest, from where he kept a lookout over the estuary, and Mr. Allan shut himself in the galley to prepare the fish he had pulled from the river for our supper, I went to the prow of the Nightingale and climbed along the bowsprit until I sat with my legs dangling either side, staring ahead as if we were sailing into the jungle and its leaves were parting as easily as the sea.

I would have been willing to molder there for a while, dreaming and drifting; I was used to my own company, and had learned to enjoy it. But the captain had other plans for me—plans that might have been provoked by pity, or by his own restlessness. He called to me on my perch, saying he needed my help with a task he had to perform. He added that in the process we would see different parts of the island, and discover what God had given us to enjoy.

This seemed a privilege, in view of my youth, and another proof of his kindness—by which I mean that I understood the captain must have a good independent reason for proposing our expedition, but was also determined to distract me from the crisis that lay ahead. I did not hesitate. I crawled back from my retreat and walked straight up to him. He was holding two small wicker baskets, each of which had a narrow cap or lid, and two long wooden thumb-sticks. One of the sticks, and one of the baskets, he gave to me.

“Come on, my boy,” he said with a gleam in his eye. “We have important work to do.”
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I Am Rescued

AFTER WE HAD announced our departure and left Bo’sun Kirkby in command of the Nightingale, the captain and I were rowed ashore and disappeared into the vegetation. For a while it was impossible to see more than a few inches in front of our faces, and difficult not to feel the baskets and the sticks might be torn from our grasp—but I kept my sense of direction. We had set our course northwest, which was the way the captain had taken yesterday, toward the site of the silver.

We soon reached a part of the same pine forest that grew across the central part of the island, except the trees were smaller here, and in many cases bent into writhing shapes because of the wind. This would have made the area seem desolate, had it not been for the fact that a thin canopy allowed more sunlight, which had bred an extraordinary richness of flowers. Some of them I recognized; there were large drifts of convolvulus, for instance, and clumps of honeysuckle and bougainvillea. Many varieties, however, were entirely unknown to me.

Now and then I stopped to collect a specimen, thinking the captain had given me my basket for this purpose. When he told me not to fill it completely, I realized he had some other kind of storage in mind, and was surprised not to hear immediately what it was. Surprised, but still so absorbed in the pleasure of finding new species, and so happily neglectful of the dangers that awaited me, I said nothing and continued my botanizing. I was especially pleased to discover a new variety of lily (lilies have always been a favorite of mine). It had a delicate flower head shaped like an infant’s pouting mouth, but the petals were striped in bands of black and yellow as regular as the body of a wasp. In a fantasy of ownership, I named it the “Hawkins Lily.”

Because there was no definite path through this garden, we found ourselves trampling beauty at every turn. It was very agitating, but not a torment we were allowed to suffer for long: nature is never so careless with her gifts. Within a few hundred yards the earth was almost bare again, and strewn with heavy boulders in which the wind had carved a number of large holes. Here, however, were other sights that made us stop and wonder. The most remarkable was a plump bird about twice the size of our fulmar in England, which had decided these holes were very convenient places in which to rear young.

The birds had been silent while we were out of view; now they began accusing us of coming to murder them. Several launched from their rocks and attacked us as boldly as soldiers, waddling on short legs (with bright green feet), and pecking our knees and hands. While we were busy defending ourselves, it was impossible to notice much detail in their appearance—only the color of the feet, and that the adults were covered in shiny feathers the color of tortoiseshell—and to reflect that these birds were unusual among the inhabitants of the island in seeming aggressive. I silently told myself that although their rage was disagreeable, it showed they possessed greater powers of self-preservation than any of their more trusting fellow creatures.

On our right-hand side, where the colony continued up a slope that ended in the northern cliffs of the island, I saw several birds stumbling toward the precipice and preparing to launch themselves off it. I realized this must be how they became airborne—and understood we would therefore soon be attacked from above as well as on the ground. After I had mentioned this to the captain we made a rapid retreat, tacking south-southwest, and so leaving the birds to resume their bad-tempered existence.

Our retreat brought us back among the flowers, from which we now set out a second time, following a more westerly route that led around the edge of the birds’ territory, and so to a region of the island the captain had already seen. The soil here was sandy, with some yellowish clay mixed into it; because it was protected from the sea wind, the pine trees grew straight and to a proper height. It was the site of the silver.

“They set less store on this treasure,” the captain said as we drew near. “Less than they did on the rest, at any rate.”

I asked how he could be sure.

“Did your father not tell you?” he replied, and let the question dangle for a moment. Although he had previously spoken no more than a few sentences to me about my father, he knew my lineage very well, and understood how I had come by the map. In this respect he had treated me with the same tact that he had shown to Natty throughout our journey—in order to spare us being continually compared to our parents. Hearing this silence suddenly broken, and my father’s name spoken aloud, was very affecting. I could not immediately answer.

“When they found the other treasure …” the captain went on. “That is to say, when your father found the other treasure, which Ben Gunn had discovered before any of them, and had moved to his cave, they also found Captain Flint’s—” his voice faltered, then hurried on—“Captain Flint’s direction.”

By now I had regained my composure. “My father did tell me,” I said. “You mean the direction that was a dead man lying on the ground and pointing like an arrow.”

“That is exactly what I mean,” said the captain with a smile. “Old Flint left no such instructions near the silver—which shows what he thought of it.”

“Or perhaps because he valued it so much.”

“Explain?”

“Perhaps he wanted to leave no visible evidence of its existence,” I said. “We shall only know how much we think of it, when we see it with our own eyes.”

The captain clapped me on my back. “Right enough,” he said cheerfully. “We shall know when we see it and not before.” Then he paused again, and a distinct look of mischief came into his face. “Just for now,” he said, “I ask you to think of this and nothing else: What kind of hole do you think it would make in the earth, this silver, if it were to be buried? What kind of capacity would be required?”

I did not immediately understand the captain—until I turned away from him. We had reached the lee of the highest part of the hillside, where the yellowy ground was covered with a black dust more like ash than earth. This dust had collected in a wide and shallow crater that was crossed by a chain of stagnant pools, each of which was covered by a rainbow scum; I thought it must be produced by minerals in the earth beneath. The colors might have made the place look joyous, since they were as bright as peacock feathers, but their effect was entirely the opposite. The shimmer was revoltingly bright, and a sickly counterpart to the bare earth round about.

“Tread carefully,” said the captain, tightening the grip on his thumb-stick, and poking it into the earth before he took a step forward. “We are close now.”

“Here?” I asked uncertainly.

“Not here precisely,” he said, very watchful. “Follow me and you will see. We avoided this part when I came here recently; now we must enter it. Be careful!”

I did as I was told, treading in the captain’s footsteps as he set off across the crater. Every time my foot touched the earth, it produced a puff of black dust that coated my shoes and ankles, and floated so easily on the air it even crept into my nose. My eyes watered, and I began breathing in shallow sips to keep the stuff from entering my lungs.

When the captain stopped a moment later, and crouched to put his basket on the ground beside him, my first thought was: we had reached the treasure site. Then I saw, by the way he hoisted his stick like a spear and pointed the V of the thumb-rest toward the ground, that whatever was happening now had nothing to do with silver. We were standing where Scotland had told us we would find the snakes—the kind that made this miserable ash their only home on the island, and had killed his friend with a single bite. The captain was endeavoring to catch one. That is why we had brought the baskets. We were going to catch the snakes and bring them back with us to the Nightingale.

These thoughts slithered into my head very suddenly, confusing me and unnerving me. I took a breath and swallowed; I remembered the marshes at home, where I had crawled up to spy on unsuspecting creatures without a fear for my life. Why should I not be as fearless now? The question steadied me so much, I was able to peep over the captain’s shoulder and watch how he managed his work.

The snake in front of him was a foot long, and gray as the dust that now almost enveloped it, with its neck pinned in the V of his stick; its slender body lashed viciously from side to side, and it made a fierce hissing noise like a kettle on a hob. Moving very gingerly, the captain bent forward and took hold of it close behind the head, using his thumb and forefinger to lift it into the air—whereupon the hissing stopped and the creature hung limp as string, before he dropped it into his basket and swiftly replaced the lid.

“One!” he said to me, or rather shouted. His wide face was shining with sweat. “Now you.”

If there had been a minute to think, I might have asked him to continue as my teacher. But when I opened my mouth to say this, I noticed a second and smaller snake coiled an arm’s length away from me, its shiny tongue already darting between its lips as though the prospect of my leg were delicious. Without any delay, I plunged at it with my stick—which produced another explosion of dust—and found that I had trapped the creature as I wanted, and was able to lift it as the captain had done. The skin felt absolutely cold and lifeless, like the tallow of a candle that has long since been blown out.

Because we had caught these first two snakes very quickly, the captain and I then decided our work was easy—and set about finding ten or a dozen more, which we stored in our wicker baskets, where they lay coiled around one another’s bodies without any fuss. “Our security,” said the captain as we finished our work. “Our ‘arms,’ you might say.” I nodded at this, to show I knew what he meant without his needing to explain. We would use the snakes as weapons, since our firepower on the Nightingale was so limited; it pleased me very much to think the native spirits of the island were turning against the men who had defiled it.

We set off northwest again, and within a few minutes found ourselves on the slope of a crisp little ridge that seemed insignificant in itself. It turned out to mark the beginning of a long sweep that ran toward the northwestern shore of the island; the ground here was lush as an English park, being lightly covered with pine and live oak. Two especially tall pine trees stood directly in front of us, making an obvious landmark—so in this respect, at least, it was no surprise to see the earth between them had been torn up and thrown about.

“Here is where we discovered our loss,” said the captain, very heavily. I felt so determined not to say anything my father might have done, such as what a desecration it was, that I did not immediately reply. All the same, and using the strange sort of measurement the captain had suggested a moment before, when he had spoken about the earth’s capacity, I calculated the emptiness before me must be a very valuable one. It was not, perhaps, a vault to hold as large a fortune as the £700,000 my father and the others had removed from the island. But it could have contained at least half as much, which would have been a pretty amount for all of us.

We stood in silence—our heads bowed with the weight of failure, but also I suspect with guilt, since the sensation of being thwarted had exposed us to the consciousness of our own greed. In a short while, however, I found that my concentration was not directed where I meant it to be, but fixed on a succession of irritable click-clicks, quickly repeated, that came from one of the two pines that grew nearby. I recognized these as the sound a squirrel makes when defending its territory, and when I looked up I found that two pairs of eyes were regarding us from a large ball of twigs and moss. I supposed this must be a nest, and contained young the parents were anxious to protect—which was why they had raised their voices in our direction, and were determined to leave us in no doubt we were not welcome in this part of their parish.

This sight alone was enough to make us want to move our ground. Another reason was a second noise—much fainter—which I had never heard before, and which quickened my curiosity. It was a mixture of sighing and whistling, but sometimes broke into a sort of bark. Not a dog’s bark but something more drawn out, and more amused than affronted. It appeared to originate on the coast below.

The captain heard it too, which he showed by cocking an eyebrow and indicating we should walk on, and discover the origin of this strange music. It seemed a simple decision, but it marked a profound change in our mood. In fact, I might even say that while I could not entirely forget my fears for Natty, the next several minutes were the happiest of any that I spent on the island. The wind pressed gently against my back and drove me forward. The sun was warm as an English summer. The downward slope was easy. The talk … I cannot remember the talk, only that the captain and I were together, and did not say anything to break our mood of exaltation.

As we came toward the coast at last, the trees ended and the land began to dip more steeply, but in a succession of shallow natural steps, which must have been carved by the wind as it carried off the soil from one layer of rock and laid it on the one adjacent. This rock was pure black, and inhospitable to all but the smallest plants, such as sea campion and harebell; these had seeded in crevices, and now clung quivering as the wind blew across them.

When we reached the foot of the cliff we instantly recognized our sirens. The beach was narrow, and made of stones that had been rolled by the sea until they were almost perfectly circular. And reclining on these stones was a colony of sea lions. Several were fully as large as the captain himself, with skin that was wrinkled and dark brown around their heads, but greenish as it became sleek on their bodies. The large males had whiskers that made them look very fierce, yet they seemed completely accepting of our approach; the females and especially their pups wore the most appealing expressions, with mouths set in a continuous smile, and eyes—large and clear—gazing into my own with remarkable kindliness.

When I say they were reclining, I hardly do justice to the posture of these creatures, since although each was forced by its lack of arms and legs to remain horizontal, each was nevertheless marvelously active with its flippers, and lumbered gleefully toward us as we approached.

“I reckon they’ve not seen anything like us before,” the captain said. He spoke quietly, since he did not want to alarm them, but was so obviously correct in his assessment, there was no question of us seeming a danger, even to the males. They trusted us completely, and sometimes even nuzzled us with their noses as we began walking among them. I could not help feeling this was one of the great privileges of my life, and wanted to praise God for granting it to me. I suspected the captain would think this excessive, so I confined myself to patting their tight flanks, and occasionally their heads, which always produced an eruption of barks and honks among the pups. Whether they thought we were very fine or very ridiculous, I did not want to decide.

The encounter gave us such a powerful sense of contentment, we continued strolling up and down the beach until we had greeted every family, and allowed every parent to introduce every child. And when we had finished our diplomacy, we still felt no appetite for a swift return to our own world and the troubles it contained. Without either of us needing to explain to the other what we were doing, we sat on a rock with our baskets and sticks at our feet, and stared out to sea. We had no reason to do this, beyond watching the waves roll toward the shore, and feeling our minds turn into stones as smooth as those around us, and noticing how the sun kept its heat longer today than yesterday, and how the seabirds fished, and other such important trifles.

When I had dallied in this way for long enough to wonder whether I might turn into a statue unless I moved, I suggested to the captain that we might like to swim and refresh ourselves. He looked at me sideways. When I asked him why, he told me (in a manner that was surprisingly awkward, considering our relative positions in the world) it was not because he feared any dangers in the water, but because he could not swim.

I told him I had heard this was common among sailors, which he did not deny, though neither of us liked to mention the reason or to think of Jordan Hands, and how he had proved the adage. But after sharing this embarrassment for a moment, and remaining beside him in silent contemplation of the waves, I nevertheless asked for his permission to go alone.

It was only when I had hobbled over the stones and reached the edge of the water that I noticed I had not seen any of the sea lions do as I was about to do. This, I told myself, was because their day was divided into separate activities, as a human community’s might be, and our arrival had coincided with their time for resting and not for hunting or playing. The minute I stripped off my shirt, however, and limped into the water, one of the larger pups—an animal about the same size as myself—decided I was proposing a game we might play together, and squirmed off his stones to join me.

It is a commonplace to say how creatures that are cumbersome on land are capable of great dexterity in their own element—and so it was with my companion. A body that had been heavy in rest now became acrobatic in play, and a brain that had been sluggish or idle, now seemed very agile. My own body, by comparison, felt extremely incompetent. This was because I was suddenly drawn into a powerful undertow, that ran where the waves drained back into the deep again, once they had broken on the beach.

Within a minute of entering the water I was at least thirty yards offshore, and doubted whether I had the strength to return. The change was as quick and shocking as that. I began to struggle hard, with no more result than a good deal of salt water flooding into my nose and panic squeezing my heart. For a moment, I really believed the price I would have to pay for my glimpse of paradise would be to see nothing more in this world. I began to say good-bye to my father and to Natty, and to revisit for the last time some of the places I had loved, such as the marshes behind the Hispaniola, which now appeared to me in vivid glimpses, tinged with their authentic blue light.

I supposed this was proof I must already be drowning—which was confirmed by what I could see of the captain. In a hazy distance that greatly diminished his height and bulk, he was running along the beach, flinging his arms about and shouting. This alarmed the sea lions so much, they began a formidable honking, which I heard in snatches whenever my head bobbed above the waves. He later told me he had been saying: Let the current take you; don’t fight against it—because he believed I would then be swept around the northern tip of the island, as my father had been in his coracle, and eventually come to a place where I might easily swim ashore. At the time, my confusion and fear were so great, I was not able to follow this sensible advice, but continued to pitch all my strength against the sea, although I knew it must soon drag me down.

By now I had entirely forgotten the fellow creature that had come with me into the water. But as my body began to tire, and a film covered my mind, his shining head rode through the waves beside me. To judge by the friendliness of his expression, and the mewing noises he made, he found the game that I was playing to be highly entertaining—but at the same time sufficiently alarming (being accompanied by a great deal of splashing) to persuade him to keep at a respectful distance.

As my movements slowed, this fearfulness disappeared and he swam closer. I saw his eyelashes were beaded with water drops, and heard his breath snuffling in his nose as his nostrils opened and closed. These, I genuinely believed, would be my last sights of the earth, apart from the dark-blue water into which I was sinking.

Except, as my descent began, and I lost my connection with everything in the light, my companion was no longer content merely to watch, but wanted to position himself underneath me. In fact, he had managed to stand upright on his tail in the water, with the whole length of his body pressed against my own. His skin felt slippery, but not so much that it was impossible for me to hold and grip him. I understood that he meant the next part of our game, which he had only this minute invented, should involve me putting my arms around him—which I did. He then gave another flick or shrug as he passed from the vertical to the horizontal, and I found that I was lying on top of him, with my head resting on his back, my body trailing along the ridge of his spine, and my arms joined around what I would have called his chest if he had been a man.

During the minute it took him to carry me back to shore, I was so preoccupied by coughing the ocean out from my lungs, and sucking the air into them, I was hardly able to notice anything about the journey. I do recall, however, that on the beach ahead of me the other pups were giving loud barks, which I took to be encouragement. Even more clearly, I remember the feeling of wonderment rushing through me in successive waves, each of which had their own peculiar feeling of buoyancy.

I have called my rescuer a companion. Had he been such a thing in the usual sense, I should have thanked him with all my heart, and promised to do as much for him, should the need ever arise. As it was, no such things were possible. When he had brought me a few yards from dry land, where I could easily reach the stones again, he gave another quick shudder which released me into the shallows—while he withdrew into the deeper water. There was no particular look in the eyes, only the same blank friendliness for as long as the head stayed in sight, then the empty waves when it slid below. The action that to me meant life to my companion meant nothing—or nothing that I could understand. It was therefore not his but the captain’s chest I leaned against as soon as I was able, and into which I sobbed my relief and thanks.


26
My Life Before Me

THE QUESTION IS one of accommodation. How does a mind create space for so large a thing as the clear sight of death? It was not a question that troubled me while I lay on the beach, hauling the life back into my lungs. I was too exhausted for thinking. But as my breathing steadied, and the world became clear again, my thoughts began traveling in two different directions at once. One part searched for significance in what I had endured, and longed to know how it fed my affection for life—and especially my feelings about my father and Natty, who had appeared so vividly to me. Another part of me wanted to fix entirely on matters at hand—and for the time being, at least, this approach seemed best. The captain and I had work to do, and attention to detail was an essential part of it.

After we had retraced our steps to the Nightingale, the captain’s first duty was to store our baskets and their contents in his cabin—in the same chest where he kept our pistols, which had a lock and key. Then he summoned me, along with Bo’sun Kirkby and other shipmates, to parley in the roundhouse. The history of my recent escapade did something to lift spirits, but once I had turned myself back from a fish to a man for the third or fourth time, the miracle of my rescue seemed commonplace; the unhappiness of losing both our treasure and Natty flooded over us once again.

I had never seen the men so listless and miserable as they were now. The cook, Mr. Allan, whose talk generally bubbled like a boiling pot, stood by one of the windows and said nothing, but watched the rain clouds that by now were sweeping across the wide gray mouth of the river. Mr. Tickle even forgot to light his pipe, although he did sometimes pat his beard, as if fire might have broken out there by spontaneous combustion.

To give my friends the credit of seeming anxious as well as thwarted, I should also say they were preoccupied by thoughts of tomorrow, and how they would perform the roles allotted to them. Although the captain was very decisive in reminding everyone of their duties, we could not safely predict their result, nor entirely reconcile our wish to recover the silver with our wish to right the wrongs that had been done on the island. Maybe we would become barbarians ourselves, if we punished the barbarity of the pirates? Maybe we were no better than them, in wanting to gratify our desire for wealth?

Such questions, not always spoken aloud, passed between us as the day waned, and the afternoon downpour thickened into the customary evening storm, and candles were set on the table in the roundhouse that allowed us to look one another in the eye (or to avoid this sort of directness if we preferred). In several instances, and especially in the matter of how to divide the silver supposing we obtained it, there was a great reluctance to reach firm conclusions; all our conversations ended in “We’ll see what happens,” and “It may not come to that,” and “God will decide.”

As night fell and I continued listening to my shipmates, I realized my own opinions about how our story would end were equally vague. When I gazed into the darkness I could see myself walking through the pine woods toward the stockade, see us approaching the outer wall, see Smirke rolling toward me—but after that, nothing. Not the dead men who lay around me, nor whether I might be among them. The question were we liberators? would be answered by our enemies and not by ourselves. The future depended on their reactions to us, not on the actions we took against them.

It was an uncomfortable truth, which I could not avoid remembering when the wind rose at last, and the rain eased, and the captain dismissed us with the opinion that we needed our beauty sleep, because we would be rising in just a few hours. He wished each of us to go directly to our cabin, but I pretended I had not understood and remained on deck for a while longer. I suppose our night watchman was at his usual place above me, gazing across the shining undergrowth—but as far as I was concerned, I was alone with my questions.

A few hours before, I had looked Death in the eye. A few hours hence—who could know? For the second time in the same day, my mind proved to be too small for the thoughts it contained, and I turned to look at the world instead: the river thrumming along our hull; the pine trees leaning away from the wind; and the moon buffeting the clouds, which seemed made of saffron and ebony.

All these things kept themselves to themselves, and had nothing to say to me. Nothing until, with no warning and no noise, a large bird broke out of the vegetation opposite, and floated directly over my head, turning down its face (which was like the face of a kitten) to examine me before veering downriver toward the open sea. I thought it must be a species of owl, since the shape of the body and head resembled a barn owl, which I had often seen ghosting over the marshes at home. But this bird was larger, and shone bright silver, and seemed not in the least shy. In fact it turned to look at me again before it disappeared, like a person peering over their shoulder, and seemed to expect that I would immediately sprout wings myself and follow.


27
We Reach Our Destination

I WAS WOKEN by the captain’s bell clanking two o’clock through every part of the ship, and clambered on deck still wiping my eyes. However poorly I had slept did not matter now; I was ready. The rain had drifted away, the clouds were thin, and the moon sat high in the west—all perfect for our plan.

“Fit as you look, Master Jim?” This was the captain, who did not wait for an answer but led me to the roundhouse, where the rest of our party had already gathered: Bo’sun Kirkby, Mr. Tickle, Mr. Stevenson (who for the time being had bequeathed his crow’s nest to Mr. Lawson), and also another sailor I hardly knew—a little, quick, dark-haired man like an eel, by the name of Mr. Creed.

“This is for you,” the captain said, as he gave each of the men a cutlass he had broken out from his cupboard; he kept a doughty old pistol for himself, which he tucked into his belt. When it was my turn, he handed over a dagger—which I thought slightly insulting. Seeing my disappointment, he clapped me on the shoulder and said, “That will do you very well, my lad; it will be everything you need”—then ran his thumb approvingly along the edge of the blade and recommended I do the same.

While he did this, I took the chance to wonder whether we would also be taking our “baskets” with us—and gave him a significant look. He seemed surprised, as if I had challenged his judgment or misunderstood his intention. “We shall leave them on board,” he told me quietly.

“But if—”

I had wanted to suggest the pirates might not be so reasonable as he was himself, and might attack us without warning. But I was not allowed to complete my sentence. “I have told you already,” the captain said. “They are security, nothing more. They may not prevent an attack, but at least they are a weapon of a kind. A last ditch.” This was enough to show I could no longer expect him to show me the same fatherly warmth as yesterday; I was his soldier now; I must obey orders.

“Now gentlemen,” the captain continued, addressing everyone with the same air of command he had just used with me. “Remember what we decided. We are for rescue and parley—we are not for murder. We shall make our country proud.”

As the captain finished speaking, a murmur of approval rose from us all. Although we were very few, it made us brave to know we had a common purpose, and were led by an honorable man. When his broad face looked at each of us in turn, I felt the night had somehow been replaced by sunlight. My companions were brothers to me. And as they clambered over the side of the Nightingale, and into the jolly-boat that rowed us ashore, I knew they were brothers to one another.

Our first task was to hack a way up from our valley. The captain passed me his satchel (filled with extra powder for his pistol) so that he was better able to lead us, then set off swinging his cutlass from side to side, with his shoulders heaving and his cocked hat pressed around his ears. The rest of us were grateful for his efforts and pleased to follow. Two, including Mr. Stevenson, had experience of this kind of work, since their earlier lives in His Majesty’s Navy had included spells on shore in India and elsewhere. But the rest were seamen through and through. Had it not been for the distant prospect of silver, which cast a gleam over everything, I am sure they would have preferred to return to the Nightingale and perform their duties on deck.

Although I had tramped this part of the island already, and was beginning to feel familiar with its moods and geography, my midnight journey almost persuaded me I was seeing the place for the first time. Creatures that had previously spied on me were now asleep—and others I had not previously met came forward to introduce themselves, including dozens of bats that began plunging around our heads when we reached the edge of the pine woods. Mr. Stevenson in particular found this disgusting, and swiped at them with his sword now and again, without ever harming a single one. The rest of us found his antics more annoying than the creatures themselves, and were relieved when we came to the higher ground, where the bats were not so interested in following. Here, I am bound to say, I found something I enjoyed much less than their squeaks and peeps, which was the familiar sound of the surf beating on the rocks below. As we marched southwest it kept up a continuous barrage—a tragic sound, which reminded us the waves were patiently tearing away the earth and returning us to chaos.

It has been said that time passes differently at night—often more slowly than during the day, then suddenly fast. So it was during our tramp toward Spyglass Hill. For a long while the horizon was nothing but pine trees and tumbling clouds, then in a blink we found ourselves on the open shale beneath the mountain. Moonlight made it seem nothing but a monstrous heap of ash, and therefore a part of the desolation we had come to overthrow. Here and there bands of mist drifted across its high fissures, like gasps escaping from a body. Sometimes shadows turned one of its faces into the profile of a savage, or a man in hiding, or a runaway horse. Otherwise it simply glowered, and darkened the night around it.

The next part of our journey seemed infinitely long. Our least burden (a sword, a water bottle) was nearly intolerable. The smallest stone turned treacherously under my shoe. Thorny shrubs scratched at my clothes, or tore my hands. And gradually exhaustion began to creep over me—until the ache in my bones, the sweat in my eyes, and the knocking of my heart against my ribs made me think I might prove incapable in the fight to come. When I looked at my friends, I tried to convince myself that I saw no such weakness in them—more to bolster my spirits than to establish the reality of things.

At last the captain, with no warning except that he had recently been gazing more carefully at his compass, held up his right hand: we were close to our destination. This was the region where black rock had given way to rhododendron bushes with azalea and other shrubs spreading among them. Their flowers—red, and yellow, and purple—were very prolific, and the scent hung about us very heavily.

These plants grew in a sprinkling where we first encountered them, but as we continued downhill they pressed closer until with every step we were stroked or prodded by branches—though never so much that we turned from our course. Moreover, the ground here was generally firm, with little winding paths between the bushes, and we were able to make good progress, always provided we did not fall into a trap. The captain took care to avoid such a possibility by slicing off a handy branch, stripping it, then using it as a kind of antenna to explore the ground in front of him.

When we had walked for several minutes in this careful way, breathing as quietly as possible and feeling grateful to the wind for buffeting the leaves (and so disguising any noise we did make), the captain held up his hand again. In the silence that followed, I heard a dim crackling sound, which I recognized as flames, and noticed occasional fiery gleams and slivers whizzing into the sky. These made us advance even more cautiously—creeping up beside the captain and peering through the leaves in a gap he made for us.

The stockade stood a mere hundred yards below, giving the same confusing impression of cheerfulness and menace that we had first noticed from the Nightingale. In the central meeting ground, a huge staggering bonfire sent an everlasting stream of sparks into the heavens. Much smaller dabs of yellow candle flame glowed through the windows of the pirates’ log house; the prisoners’ cabin, being entirely windowless, was dark as a rock. I imagined Scotland and the others lying inside it as quietly as fossils.

Late as it was, several pirates were still moving around the camp—though whether any of them were the original maroons, or guards they had recruited from the Achilles, I could not be sure. It was evidently still their time of pleasure. A few were stretched on the veranda outside their cabin, the tiny red eyes of their pipe bowls sometimes glowing in the darkness. These were obviously drunk or incapacitated in some other way.

Occasionally the wind carried up coarse bursts of their laughter, or the smack of wood on flesh; at other times, and from parts of the stockade where shadows were too thick for us to see anything in particular, voices sometimes cried out in protest or distress, then others subdued them. The thought that one of these victims might be Natty was too horrible to contemplate. I needed to believe she was alive and elsewhere, in order to do everything expected of me.

“They will be sleeping soon,” said the captain softly. “We shall watch them, and keep to our plan.” Although I saw the logic of this, I could not help asking how long he thought our wait would last. He held up the fingers of one hand to show he reckoned we had two hours until dawn—then whispered that I should use the time to make up some of the sleep I had lost. I would rather have kept watch, but understood this was an order—and began to look for a patch of ground where I could stretch out.

While doing this, I glanced out to sea and realized that instead of resting I was going to have to look sharp: a whole army of new clouds was even now arriving over the horizon, and a wind that buffeted the water until it turned a creamy white. The pirates evidently saw this too, to judge by the way their shadows darted around the compound then suddenly vanished, leaving the bonfire spitting like a devil as the rain arrived.

We had no choice except to make do—retreating to what we reckoned was a safe distance, chopping branches from the bushes round about, then arranging them into a kind of tent with a ragged opening in the front. This gave us shelter, and also a fine view of the storm. The clouds’ first assault proved to be the opening gambit in a campaign that lasted for the next half-hour or so. A storm now began that produced an even more torrential kind of rain; lightning flashed and thunder rolls shook, that might as well have been the start of a second Great Flood: the hillside itself was soon complaining, groaning as it struggled to shrug off or swallow the great weight of water that was thrown onto it.

When this downpour was over, a third kind of battery began, with the sound of an enormous wind bursting through the gates of heaven and letting them slam shut behind. This bang shook raindrops from the oak leaves all around us, and seemed to dry their tops in an instant. Very soon, however, the same wind erupted out of heaven again and returned to earth in a fury: a few of the trees that had previously bobbed and curtsied now actually collapsed, making very dismal groans.

Nature could not endure such an attack for long—and when it stopped, it did so with such suddenness I thought a higher authority might actually have taken pity and intervened. The clouds lifted. The wind switched from the east to the southeast and became mild as a lamb. The moon appeared—and shed a soft glow that would not have looked out of place on an English summer night. This allowed me to see that one of the uprooted trees lay directly below us—and its fall had opened a clear view to the stockade.

The captain also noticed this and immediately screwed his telescope to his eye, frowning with concentration. After satisfying whatever questions were in his mind, he passed the instrument to me and pointed where I should look.

The instant I had my range, I gasped and winced away—then focused again. I was looking exactly at Smirke, who seemed so close I might almost have reached out and touched him. The villain seemed hardly to have noticed the storm that had nearly torn the island in two, and was crossing the veranda of his log house with a swaggering bowlegged gait. I followed him onto the meeting ground, where he stopped to caress the back wall of his court before strolling on toward the prisoners’ hut. Here he stopped in front of a figure I had not noticed until this moment, but now saw was Jinks, who had exchanged the role of prosecutor for that of guard, which he performed by lolling in a chair with a tankard at his side. As Smirke began speaking, which was of course inaudible to me, Jinks convulsed and scrambled upright, as if he had been reprimanded. Smirke then turned away and pounded a few times on the prisoners’ door—for no better reason, I guessed, than to frighten those inside, and to disturb their sleep. The sound of his blows reached me only faintly, but nevertheless felt like a fist against my heart.

Was Natty one of those he had just terrorized? When it came to imagining, I would only allow myself to see Scotland. He lay on the floor of his cabin with his eyes wide open, as if the darkness might split apart at any moment and dazzle him with some new and atrocious violence. I heard the planks creak as he shifted his weight. I felt the splintery wood chafing his shoulders. I sensed the heat like cloth across his face. I did all these things—and it made me ashamed to know that I had been jealous when I had thought of him with Natty.

I returned to myself in time to watch Smirke amble back to his own cabin and disappear inside—where I suppose he must have fallen asleep. At any rate: a torpid silence settled across the camp. Even the doo-dahs were quiet, all standing in their pen among the other creatures, with their backs turned to the breeze so their tail feathers were blown about like broken fans.

When I handed the telescope back to the captain he said nothing, but gave me a narrow smile. It was a small act of kindness, but did my heart as much good as if he had shaken my hand—and woke in me a mood that was close to contentment. When I looked around at the others, I knew they felt it too, thanks to the spirit of brotherhood that existed between us.

Although daylight was now so close, the captain again ordered us to rest—to sleep, if possible. I therefore lay down at the edge of our shelter, where its leaves were almost touching my face. Here I swam into a strange in-between state that was neither fully conscious nor quite unconscious, but a cousin of both. And when I did manage to doze a little, my dreams were mostly of losing my way. In one I blundered through a forest of grotesque shapes and sudden noises, until I discovered Natty lying on a bed of moss like a princess in a story. In another I came across a scene of pirates around a fire, gnawing on something hideous and steaming. In a third I found my father on his bed in the Hispaniola, as I had seen him on my last night in my old home. He had the look of death in his face, and the shock of this was enough to wake me—whereupon the cycle of staring and snoozing began once more.

It was during this spinning time, when I was sometimes in my right mind and sometimes not, that I came closer than ever before to thinking what it would be like to vanish entirely from the earth. All through my childhood, and especially when left to my own devices on the marsh and other solitary places, I had made myself familiar with the facts of our mortality. In particular, I found that as I studied the lives of creatures while they preyed on one another, I was always led to thinking about my mother—whose own life, or rather whose end of life, was the foundation of everything I knew about the world.

Since leaving home I had seen the face of Death and studied its expressions more closely—in the tragedy of Jordan Hands and his victim, Mr. Sinker; in the work of Smirke and his crew. None of these had actually made me fear for my own life, not even when I had taken my swim, and the sea had shown me the way to heaven. Either I had been too surprised by my peril to assess it properly, or I had expected a miracle to save me, which indeed is what seemed to have happened. Capture, I feared. Pain, I feared. Cowardice—I feared that too. But in my youth and conceit I had thought I was immune to injury. In all my imaginary scenes of disaster, I was always the survivor.

Now, with rain drips squeezing inside my clothes, and the wet foliage knocking against my cheek, my belief in myself wavered. Because I was my mother’s son, I was Adam’s son. I was bound to die—perhaps this morning, when Smirke might snuff me out like a mosquito. I would never find England again, or hear the river beneath my window. I would never be reunited with my father, or walk on the marshes under the wide sky. I would never see Natty, or know what had become of her.


28
Into the Stockade

WHEN CAPTAIN BEAMISH shook my shoulder I lay still, staring without blinking so he might think I was already awake. “Well done; good fellow,” he said—which allowed me to look around without losing any dignity. A confused light was soaking into the sky, mostly pale green and purple; several minutes would pass before it lifted into blue.

“Are you ready, lad?” the captain went on; he was speaking so close, I felt the heat of his breath.

I nodded eagerly, to show sleep had not destroyed my good sense, and climbed to my feet. To tell the truth, my thoughts were still fixed where they had been a moment before, on Natty and on Scotland, though my eyes were turned toward my friends. Bo’sun Kirkby and Mr. Tickle, Mr. Stevenson and Mr. Creed. All stout hearts—but, with their hats pulled down, and their collars turned up, and smudges of the forest on their faces and their clothes drenched, as ragged-looking a crew as the pirates below. I took this to be a kind of encouragement, should it come to fighting.

The captain touched my shoulder again, and pointed down the slope. There was now enough light to see the stockade clearly. None of the pirates had broken their habit of sleeping late; even Jinks, whom I had seen Smirke berating, was slumped forward again in his chair outside the prisoners’ door. I wanted to think this must be a good sign—for surely if they had captured Natty, her guard would be more vigilant?

The captain took a long look at each of us in turn, then set off downhill and expected us to follow. We very soon reached the bushes where we had made our reconnaissance earlier. Then we had walked upright, knowing we could not be seen as long as we were silent; now we hunched as though a bullet might be about to buzz through the leaves. None of us quite believed what Scotland had said about the pirates’ powder being in short supply, even though reason told us it must be true.

The captain gave us a second once-over, staring into our eyes as if a part of his own courage might enter us that way, then whispered, “Come on, boys,” and set off again.

Making ourselves as much like ghosts as possible, we swooped and soon faced the stockade. The captain went over the fence first, which I knew would always be his way—though the effort of hauling his large body over the obstacle, and the oath that escaped him as the tail of his coat snagged on one of the pointed timbers, causing it to tear as he dropped down on the farther side, somewhat spoiled the effect. My own climb was easy, which he acknowledged when I landed beside him. “Well done, young man,” he whispered, and cast a rueful glance at the gate in the southern wall, which he had chosen not to use.

The others arrived beside us with such a performance of jangling and thudding, I thought it would be loud enough to raise the dead as well as the drunk. But only silence followed—silence of such peculiar density, we seemed to have dropped into a different universe, where the inhabitants did not breathe the same air as ourselves. This sense of weight was caused by the pervasive sweet smell, drifting from the distillery the pirates had built alongside their cabin. And also by the degradation we found everywhere. Grass, that here and there had attempted to sprout across the middle part of the compound, sprawled as lank and flat as unwashed hair. The vicinity of the cabins was strewn with filthy tankards, and scraps of clothing, and broken utensils, and fragments of glass. The surfaces of the court had a repulsive shine, which was actually dew but looked as sticky as sweat.

The captain paid no attention to any of this. Moving with remarkable speed for so large a man, he flew toward the prisoners’ quarters. Being directly behind him, I saw his right hand drop to his side as he went, and slide his knife from its sheath. In the same instant, I noticed the twisting pattern of a snake engraved along the blade—and felt it told me something I had not known before. The captain seemed so peace-loving and composed, it was shocking to find he had a knife that was decorated—as though he had a secret relish for the violence he professed to deplore.

As we rushed past the court, the captain appeared to swell—which must, in fact, have been his long coat billowing away from his body. Whatever the reason, I lost sight of Jinks as we drew close to him—but I guessed from the captain’s suddenly even greater acceleration that the rogue had woken, and noticed our approach, and was beginning to struggle to his feet. All I know for certain is: the captain straightened to his full height without a pause, lifted his right arm as if he were about to make a declaration, then plunged it down with the knife gleaming like a fang. There followed two quite separate sounds. One was a grunt from the captain, as he threw his weight into the blow. The other was a kind of exhausted whistle, as the breath left Jinks’s body. When I reached the veranda myself, which was only a moment later, the fellow was still seated in his chair, with his hat pulled forward over his eyes, and his legs stretched in front of him. Nothing about him seemed to have changed—except that a red flower had been pinned to his chest.

Bo’sun Kirkby, Mr. Tickle and our two other shipmates now followed onto the veranda and took their positions either side of the cabin door. Because I knew they were peaceable sailors, I was surprised none of them considered the dead man to be worth a second glance, but instead kept their attention fixed on the compound, and especially the pirates’ log house. It was a sensible precaution—but there was still no sign of alarm, just a drooping plume of smoke, which struggled from the chimney and crawled along the roof. For a moment, we seemed to be holding our breath. A crow flopped onto the ground and began prodding its thick beak into the earth. The cockerel stalked toward him, lifted his head inquiringly, then returned to his brood. Nothing else moved.

More remarkable still was the hush of our friends inside their quarters; even while the captain slid back the pole that acted as both lock and key to the door, there was not so much as a whisper from inside. And when the door opened, which happened with a squeal that froze us in our boots, a most astonishing spectacle presented itself. Herded together in confusion were the shadowy shapes of arms, chests, legs and heads—like an assortment of broken effigies.

The captain was the first to move, stepping toward the threshold of the cabin, whereupon the arms and legs assembled into human forms, and Scotland himself appeared from the gloom to seize his liberator by the hand. My first thought was: if he is alive, Natty must be nearby. But my hopes were crushed when I looked into Scotland’s face. There was nothing like pleasure in his eyes. For a moment I persuaded myself this was due to the beating he had evidently taken after his recapture: the lacerations on his neck and shoulders were painful even to look at.

“Master Nat,” he whispered in his rolling brogue.

“Yes?” the captain said, leaning forward so their heads almost touched.

“He was taken with me. And brought here with me—Stone found us.”

“Ah!” the captain groaned.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” Scotland answered, shaking his head miserably.

“Sorry for what, man?”

“I don’t know.”

“Don’t know what? What do you mean?”

“I don’t know where he is. I don’t know where they took Mr. Nat.”

The captain lifted his right hand, meaning I think to rest it on Scotland’s shoulder to comfort him, but he dropped it again because the skin was raw.

“Did you see anything?” he asked.

“Only them taking him away. Taking him there.” Scotland gestured toward the pirates’ hut.

At this point I could not contain myself any longer. “Into the hut, you mean?” I said. “They took him into the hut?” I marveled even as I spoke that I had remembered to say “him,” and not “her.”

Scotland looked at the ground. “I’m sorry, Master Jim,” he said, speaking so softly I had to crane forward as close as the captain had done. “Into the hut? I didn’t see that. I went this way, they went that way. It is all I know.”

The captain interrupted us; I understood from the sad twist in his face that he wanted more news, but felt we must drive on. “Now is not the time,” he said sorrowfully. “We will return to this; we shall find what we shall find.”

Scotland nodded and I did the same, knowing I had no choice—but all the anxieties that had drawn me across the island now suddenly vanished. Sadness flooded into their place. Sadness, and dread, and also determination. We would find what we would find, as the captain had said. The chance for happiness was distant, but it was still alive.

The captain evidently thought so as well, explaining to Scotland that he should lead the prisoners across the compound, with Bo’sun Kirkby and Mr. Tickle to accompany him. They would skirt the Fo’c’sle Court, leave by the gate in the southern wall, then congregate on the beach. The captain would follow, keeping myself, Mr. Stevenson and Mr. Creed for support, in the event of the pirates coming to their senses and resisting us.

Scotland gripped the captain on the forearm; the pink of his palm was bleeding, and left a damp imprint when it touched the cloth. Then he spoke over his shoulder, passing back the details of our plan while the captain and I stood aside to form a guard as the prisoners emerged.

Scotland led the way, walking very upright and tall, with a blank look at Jinks and a glare of defiance across the open ground ahead. At his side was a woman whose only clothing was a shabby canvas sheet, in which a hole had been cut for her head, and which was fastened around the waist by a rope. Although she did not speak or look at Scotland, I assumed this was his wife. Barefoot and bedraggled, and with scabs along her arms and legs, she looked about her with an appearance of right—not pride, or the presumption of authority, but something akin to reasonable expectation.

After these two, their companions crept forward. The menfolk came first, many with their arms folded across their chests for warmth—even though the sun had cleared the horizon by now, and was shining directly into the compound. Some carried bundles that were all they possessed. Some propelled themselves on sticks, or supported one another with arms around shoulders. Many bore the marks of beatings: I saw deep welts across backs and foreheads, and ankles swollen by ropes that had been used to bind them. I clenched my jaw tight shut and promised I would never forget.

The later part of the exodus was more shocking still. Evidently the prisoners had made arrangements inside their quarters, whereby the men slept in the part near the door, while the women lay further off, in the blackest part of the place. This was done to protect them—although it was obvious the measure had amounted to nothing. Although I was not, at this time of my life, much acquainted with the depths to which men can sink in their pursuit of pleasure, it was as much as I could do not to cry out in sympathy as these wretches passed before me in a thin and shivering line.

The cuts on faces, the bloody wrists and feet, the broken lips, the near-nakedness spoke of cruelties that exceeded anything Scotland had told us. The looks in their eyes confirmed it. Each of these women gazed at a point in the distance—a point that moved as they moved, and seemed to hold them in a state of trance. Only one showed a spark of familiar life: a woman who clutched a book in one hand—the binding was very torn, and I supposed it was the Bible. When she stopped in the sun, she pressed her free hand against my cheek as though doubting my existence. “I am Rebecca,” she said, and smiled at me. Her fingers were cold as snow.

When this procession had ended, the captain paused at the doorway, then took a deep breath and disappeared into the darkness to make sure no one had been left behind. Although I knew he was walking on tiptoe, I heard the unsteady scuff of his boots, and this was enough to make me imagine what sights he must be seeing—sights I pushed out of my mind as soon as he reappeared. He wiped a hand across his face like someone smearing away cobwebs, then closed the door and slid the locking-pole into position.

By the time this was finished, the head of the procession had crossed the compound and reached almost as far as the gate—our whole troop, over fifty strong, was extended across the open ground. A part of me hoped that so many people would seem a form of strength, and therefore aid our escape. Another part despaired because the majority were weak as grass, and would therefore be cut down like grass.

The conflict of my feelings kept me at a standstill for a moment. I glanced at Jinks in his chair a few paces from me and knew I felt nothing about his death, except curiosity that a man could seem so like himself yet not be himself at all. A little string of saliva hung between his sunburned lips, but no breath disturbed it. Then I stared beyond the compound toward the open sea.

Although the sun had been shining a little while before, clouds had suddenly turned the entire picture into a pattern of different grays. Gray earth inside the stockade; gray sodden ash in the ruins of the bonfire; gray barricade; gray rice fields stretching down to the Anchorage; gray trees and rocks on Skeleton Island. The single dot of brightness was the White Rock a few dozen yards offshore, and the only definite green the tuft of ferns that sprouted from its crown. Around and beyond it, waves rolled in a melancholy succession. Gray, empty waves, on which there was no sign of the Nightingale.

I was never a suspicious child, or a believer in magic that had no foundation in nature. But as this scene closed and the next began, I wondered if my unhappiness had somehow provoked everything that followed. In plain English: my longing to quit Treasure Island now rushed into my mind with such force, it was equivalent to a hand-clap or a shout. Something palpable, at any rate, that was obvious to others. For when I looked across the compound again, I found the pirates had finally woken from their stupor and were bundling onto the veranda outside their cabin. This made me feel I was responsible for our discovery, even if I was not precisely to blame for it.


29
The Conversation at the Gate

SMIRKE WAS FIRST out of the hut, yawning and rubbing his head with the flat of his hand. He continued like this for several seconds, believing himself alone, then suddenly understood and began wildly swinging his arms about, roaring for his fellows to wake up. As he did this, I saw a pistol was tucked into his belt, and my heart began to beat more quickly.

“Jinks!” he bellowed, at the body still apparently sleeping where we had left it—and, when it did not move, issued a torrent of curses that I thought must have hurried his shipmate’s soul on its way to hell. As he did this, I remembered that Scotland had described him as a monster. He seemed to overflow himself, and made the air around him seem solid with his presence.

The captain was not in the least confused by this, but continued giving orders in a clear and deliberate voice.

“Bo’sun Kirkby,” he called. “No need for caution now. Make your way to the shore with all possible speed.”

It was sensible advice but less sensibly received. The very sight of Smirke had created panic in the prisoners, who immediately began running pell-mell toward the southern exit of the compound. This chaos made them easy prey—although I could see they might still keep the advantage, if only they could pass through the gate, since the captain would be able to defend it like a modern Horatius.

Other pirates had now joined Smirke on the veranda, all struggling into their shirts, buckling their belts, pressing on their hats, and barging into one another in a fury. I counted ten of them, which was the number Scotland had mentioned were survivors of the Achilles. One, I noticed, had a thick gray beard that reached almost to his waist. Another carried a toasting fork, which he waved in our direction as if it were a broadsword. This made them seem a comical collection of villains—but their threat to us was real enough. It was nothing compared to Stone, who now floated to Smirke’s shoulder as if he had materialized from a nightmare. His long face was absolutely white and expressionless, and the scar across his throat was like a neckerchief. He looked at Jinks, then back toward us, and slowly bared his teeth. Although this suggested he wanted to chew us into pieces, for the time being he stayed still, his china eyes flickering as if they were operated by a machine.

I was surprised by this—surprised that all the pirates did not immediately pursue us. But as I watched Smirke swagger around his veranda, taking long steps that made his pistol scrape against the sword in his belt, I began to understand. He might think it outrageous that his mate was dead, but he had no reason to be hasty—only the utmost confidence that he would overwhelm us in a fight. We were as defenseless as birds limed on a twig; he would wring our necks at any time he chose.

We hurried as much as we could, all the same, and as we followed the last pitiful members of our party through the gate, the captain ordered Mr. Stevenson and Mr. Creed to take their place on one side while I crouched on the other. In this way we were protected by the timbers of the stockade. The captain, meanwhile, had planted himself foursquare in the very mouth of danger, with his feet apart as if he were on the deck of the Nightingale in a rolling sea.

I edged closer to him, and peered around the side of the gateway. Smirke and the others had clanked heavily toward us, stopping when they were half a dozen yards off. All of them were breathing very heavily—but more with excitement than effort, like hounds closing on their prey. Being so close, I could see their hands and faces were patched everywhere with weeping sores; their lips, too, were blackened with sunburn.

I expected Smirke to glare at us with contempt—always supposing he chose not to spring straight for our throats. But while there was an element of disdain in his look, there was a greater degree of curiosity. We were the largest collection of strangers he had seen for a long while—and although he detested our existence, he could not conceal his fascination with us. Our faces, our clothes, our hair: everything was a kind of marvel to him.

A marvel for a moment, at any rate—for within the blink of an eye, Smirke seemed to have satisfied his hunger for novelty, and to have reverted to his old ways. He put his hands on his hips. He nodded his big shaggy head. He ran his large tongue over the stumps of his teeth. He allowed himself a chuckling laugh. Had his stock of ammunition been greater, I have no doubt he would have dispatched us there and then.

“Tired of hiding?” Smirke spoke at last, with extravagant insolence, his wet mouth adding a horrible shine to the words. They were the first I had heard him speak that were not insults of some kind, yet thanks to the manner of their delivery they might as well have been.

None of us answered, which gave me the chance to look at him more closely. Beneath the creases of his topcoat, and around his cuffs, the shirtfront was stiffened with grime.

“Tired of slinking around not showing your faces?” Smirke continued, then suddenly raised his voice to a shout. “Tired of murdering men as they sleep?” The words were intended to make him superior, and he increased their effect by glancing around for victims of his own—especially toward the shore, where the bo’sun and Mr. Tickle were now herding the prisoners into a tight little group. Scotland was at the head of them, with his bare arms extended behind him as if his body were a shield.

I noticed him with admiration but also a curious detachment. Most of my attention was now focused on the captain, as I silently urged him to ask about Natty, and discover what had become of her.

But the captain was following his own course. “No one has been hiding,” he said, with a convincing appearance of calm. “I have merely been observing. I have been watching how you run your estate here.”

“My estate!” Smirke echoed. “It is more than an estate, I assure you.” He was no longer interested in the shore, having satisfied himself that his prisoners were still within his reach. Instead, he was examining the captain once more—not just looking at his face to read his mind, but at his boots, his trousers, his coat, even the way he had trimmed his whiskers (which was ruggedly, but well enough). As he did this, the tip of his tongue, which was very chubby and red, continually appeared between his sunburned lips to soften them. He was, I realized, suffering a second paroxysm of curiosity; one part of him wanted to kill the invader; another longed to sit down and hear news from the wide world.

The captain understood the confusion as well as I did, and stood ready to use it for his advantage. “Say what you mean,” he said, with commendable boldness. At no time did he make any mention of Jinks, and neither did Smirke seem interested in remembering him.

“My estate is a kingdom,” replied Smirke. “And now you are here, you are one of its citizens. One of my citizens.”

“I belong to no one but myself and England,” said the captain, in a voice as still as a mill pond. “And thanks to that I call myself a free man. Free enough to take a view of your kingdom, at any rate.”

Smirke looked awkward at this; he was not used to hearing opinions that ran counter to his own. Although his instinct was to crush them immediately (as I could tell by seeing his fingers tighten around the handle of his sword), he remembered what he used to be: an ordinary sailor, who knew his betters because he had served under them.

“And what do you guess the verdict would be, Captain—once you had taken your view?”

“I do not need to guess the verdict,” the captain replied. “I know it. The verdict would be that you are a disgrace. A thief, and a traitor, and a murderer. I am resolved that you will come back with us to London, where you will get the justice you deserve. You and the rest as well”—here he swept his hand sideways, to include everyone standing behind or beside Smirke.

Looking over these words now, which reproduce exactly what the captain said, I can see they are somewhat stiff and schoolmasterly. The captain had such qualities about him. But they were an aspect of his decency, not a flaw, and did not seem inadequate at the time. They sounded nothing less than the truth—and although it increased our danger to hear him spell out our purpose so definitely, it was also a relief. We had set our course, and knew we must stick to it.

Smirke was stung, as the captain wished him to be. But he kept still, which the captain also intended. The longer their confrontation continued, the more time it allowed for the Nightingale to sail to our rescue. “You forget yourself, Captain,” Smirke burst out, his lips quivering. “Your life, and the life of all your crew—they belong to me. If I decide you live, you live. If I decide you die, you die. I’ve sailed the seas in my time, and I’ve come to know the land. I’ve seen good and bad, better and worse, fair weather and foul, provisions running out, and whatnot. And I tell you, I’ve never seen good come of goodness yet. Him as strikes first is my fancy; dead men don’t bite; that’s my view—amen, so be it. Dead men don’t bite.”

His words might have terrified me, but they were delivered with such bluster and eye-rolling, they meant less than they should have done. My mood soon changed, however, since after he had let fly with his threats, Smirke tipped back his head and gave a great shout of laughter. The guffaw was so loud, a group of parakeets were disturbed from the trees nearest the compound, and whizzed off toward the Anchorage like green arrows.

Such roaring seemed to me like absolute insanity, and finished as abruptly as it had begun. Whereupon Smirke fixed on the captain more intently than ever, and said in his horrible soaked voice, “You will die like that brat you sent ahead, you coward. That scout or whatever you might call him. Fancy you, playing chuck-farthing with the last breath in his body. Fancy you sending him for pork.”

By this he meant Natty, and although I knew it might challenge the captain’s authority, I could not stop myself in what followed. I rose up from my position beside the gateway of the stockade, and shouted at Smirke: “What have you done?”

This was greeted by a moment of stillness, in which the captain turned to look at me, and at the same time slipped the pistol from his belt. He evidently believed my question would disturb the balance he had made, and lead more quickly to violence on one side or the other.

“What have I done?” Smirke replied, with a languid swivel of his hips. “What are my doings to you, you pup? Have you lost something precious?” There was something uncanny in his phrasing, which made me think he had seen through Natty’s disguise. His next words, dreadful as they were, reassured me that he did not know what he had implied.

“Your shipmate,” he said, “won’t be sailing with you again. He’s walking about underground now, safe from the sea and the storms.”

When Smirke spoke these words, which squeezed my heart as definitely as if he had pushed his hand into my chest, the pirates gathered around him more tightly, muttering and fidgeting. This seemed to confirm what he said—although the precise meaning was obscure to me. I took it to be the worst, in any event, and would have begun my grieving instantly had everything else allowed it. But as Smirke finished his little speech, and folded his arms across his chest, which made him look delighted with his own wickedness, his henchman Stone at last stepped forward. There was a listlessness about Stone that showed he cared nothing for anything or anyone—yet at the same time made him seem implacable in the pursuit of his own aims. He had decided that he was weary of Smirke’s methods, and wanted a more direct route to the end of things.

This made me crouch down again, and peer as before around the edge of the gatepost as before; I felt I was seeing a dead man who could feel no more pain, but only inflict it on others.

The captain was still determined to drag out the encounter for as long as possible. “You are mistaken,” he said, ignoring Stone and speaking only to Smirke. “I have given you the chance to recognize the evil you have done here, and to submit to justice. If you will not, I have no choice except to take you prisoner—you and all your fellows.”

This provoked another great roar of laughter. “Do you hear that, boys?” Smirke said, when he was capable of speech again. “The captain is going to take prisoner all us fo’c’sle hands. We can clear a storm, but we’re only good enough for the gallows. What do you think of that, eh, lads?”

As he expected would happen, the muttering behind him now rose into baying and yelps. I knew it would be impossible for him to restrain his men much longer, and turned for a moment to look behind me, hoping to see a sign of our deliverance. It was a most melancholy disappointment. The trees along the bay were shivering in the gray light, as if they felt the same fear as we did ourselves. Also the foliage on the White Rock, which lay half a mile off and completely encircled by water; its plume of ferns was trembling with a peculiar vigor, and beyond it the waves lay empty as far as the horizon.

When I swung back, I found our long delay was over. Smirke had finally lost patience with the captain, with criticism, with his men stirring for action—and was pulling his pistol from his belt. It was a marvelously old-fashioned and cumbersome contraption, but I had no doubt it would do the necessary. As Smirke drew back the firing pin, he closed one eye and peered lovingly along the barrel; like much that he did, it was an act performed with the most disgusting sort of insinuation.

This gave our captain the chance to raise his own weapon, which Smirke did not seem to mind or even notice; he evidently believed the captain would not have the determination to fire first, and—in the long debauch of his life—had come to think of himself as immortal. When this performance was finished, both men stood with their weapons pointed at one another’s hearts.

I am ashamed to say it was only now that I fully understood what I was seeing. I had always known our adventure would be perilous. I had seen two lives lost at sea. I had feared for Natty and expected soon to be mourning her. I had almost lost my own life and been made to contemplate Last Things. But I had never believed my existence would lead to this moment. Not to the captain in mortal danger. The captain, who had led us through difficulties of every kind. Whose kindness seemed a match for all the cruelties in the world. Who had taken care of me as considerately as if he had been my own father.

With this thought—he had been like a father—I jumped to my feet again, and the single word “No!” burst from me as uncontrollably as if I were indeed a child. No sooner had I spoken than I saw my wish to protect the captain had in fact put him at greater risk—because he now had to push me further behind the shelter of the stockade for my own safety. And when he straightened from doing this, and began to aim his pistol again, Smirke tightened a finger around the trigger of his own weapon and fired.

The two men were no more than ten feet apart: the captain was certain to be killed. That was my instant conclusion, swept into my mind on a torrent of confused feelings—dismay, guilt, shock, dread. But this turmoil immediately subsided, or rather changed. Instead of producing an explosion, the chamber of Smirke’s pistol—which had been kept too long in readiness, and was useless with damp or some other infection—smoked, and spluttered, and that was all.

I expected the captain to say something about this, if only as a means of filling more minutes. But he knew the time for talking had passed. Accordingly, and with a courage I thought exceptional, he refused to acknowledge what had occurred, and merely continued pointing his weapon. Smirke lost his energy and hung loose in his clothes like a large puppet. The captain, by contrast, seemed to intensify and harden, even leaning forward a little to make sure his bullet found its mark.

He fired—a hard sound, like two short lengths of wood clapped together, and the echo bounced back from the surrounding trees.

Did Smirke fall? Did his crew support him, then furiously spring forward to cut us down? I imagined all these things—but saw none of them. For in almost the same second that Smirke reeled backward, yet another sound had occurred, which at first I did not notice. This was a sharp clang, such as you might hear in a blacksmith’s forge. I stared wildly at Smirke, searching for an explanation. Although his face was twisted like a gargoyle, he remained standing. His wide mouth had opened not to breathe his last, but to release another hideous bellow of laughter.

“You think …” he shouted, as he caught his balance again, and the mirth in his face curdled into hatred. “You think you can quench old Smirke so easily, Captain? You think you can tear the crown from the head and possess the kingdom? Or creep here with your crew of fools and children, and take me away over the sea where I’ve no wish to go?” He paused to catch his breath, glowering like a Goliath; the captain, I was dismayed to see, no longer met him eye to eye but was fumbling with his pistol, and then with the satchel I threw toward him, so that he could begin reloading. It seemed a singularly forlorn tactic, and did nothing but fuel Smirke’s fury.

“Damn you for a coward, Mr. Captain,” Smirke roared on. “Damn you for a fool, and an imposter, and a puffed-up, bragging, tedious … I’ll split you to the chine, I’ll …” His excitement was so great, his words piled on top of one another, struggling for space, then shriveled into sounds that were like gasps or grunts until they ceased entirely—at which point he began grabbing at the buttons of his topcoat, where the mark of the captain’s bullet showed clearly over his heart.

A strange clumsiness now hampered his movements—unless it was the sluggishness of my own mind, which did not want to understand the things it began to see. Smirke slowly lifted the cloth of his coat—which he persisted in wearing (as a sign of his authority, I suppose), despite the rising heat of the day—and then his shirt. Beneath it was a square of thick brown metal, hung around his neck on a length of tarred string; it was covered in the silvery marks of hammer blows, and I thought was probably the base of an old skillet that had been cut and altered. The remains of the captain’s bullet were pressed neatly against its surface, looking as wrinkled and harmless as the pupa of a butterfly.

The captain groaned when he saw this, and his shoulders drooped. There was something in this loss of confidence that shocked me more deeply than anything that followed, yet also made me love him more deeply. He flung his pistol to the ground, where it bounced toward me across the turf as though it had a life of its own; I snatched it up and felt the handle damp with sweat. My intention, of course, was to reload it myself, but fate was taking our authority away from us. My fingers shook as they set about filling the breech, and I glanced up expecting to make an apology for my delay.

There was no need. The captain had forgotten his pistol and was pulling his sword from its scabbard. Once this was done, he flourished his blade bravely enough in the face of our enemies, daring one of them to advance. Yet it was not a convincing performance, and seemed done more in sorrow than anger. Smirke was unimpressed, at any rate. He took a long stride forward, drawing his own sword and prodding his breastplate with a dirty finger, so the metal gave a muffled chime. His clothes no longer seemed to hang on him, but were tightly filled with his heavy arms and legs.

“You’ll kill me with that needle now, will you, Captain?” he said. “You’ll murder me with your pin, like you murdered my shipmate Mr. Jinks, God rest his soul?” He threw a glance across his shoulder, more by rolling his eyes than turning his head. “I’ve sailed the seas with my friend Mr. Jinks. I’ve shared more solitude with him than I want to say. And you murder him in his sleep? Now, I ask you, is that the action of a Christian gentleman, Mr. Captain? Is that the example to be setting your young friends and mess mates?” He paused here, to swallow and give me a leering smile, then continued with his deliberate slowness. “You a murderer and me a murderer, Captain, that’s the way I see it. What’s the difference between us? Nothing. No difference between us. Except I might be a little more …”—here he shrugged his shoulders, so the breastplate heaved on his chest—“a little more comfortable.”

Smirke was holding his sword low now, tapping the ground sometimes with the tip as though flushing out game. And while he advanced on the captain, his crew moved up behind him like his own shadow; they were so packed together I thought they might not fight us with blows at all, but instead smother us to death.

Then the picture changed again. Whether it had always been his intention, or whether it was a whim, Stone broke from the throng and stepped in front of them all. Smirke seemed a little surprised, and ready to divert his flow from the captain in order to assert his command. But when he looked into Stone’s blank eyes he changed his mind, and closed his mouth, and nodded—before beginning to suck his teeth with a disgusting relish.

Stone brushed his long wisps of white hair away from his face, then with great deliberation lifted his right arm, holding it very straight and apparently pointing out to sea. But he was not pointing with a finger. He was pointing with a gun. A little silver pistol. And it was not directed toward the ocean, but at the captain’s forehead. Stone did not say a word, and his eyes never blinked. They merely gazed at their target as his finger tightened, then narrowed a little as the explosion sounded.

Because I had seen Smirke survive a similar threat, I thought for an instant there would now be a similar reprieve. But this was impossible. The moment Stone fired, the captain fell backward, straight as a tree; when his body hit the earth, it sent a hard ripple of shock into my own hands and knees where I knelt on the grass. His face was a yard from my own, with his old cocked hat, green with mold along the seams, knocked away behind. I saw him more clearly than in my life before: the freckles across his nose and cheeks, the sandy-colored eyelashes that darkened where they met the lids, the silver whiskers along his jaw. In the center of his brow, which I had admired so often for its candor, was a neat black hole with a fringe of smoke clinging to its edges.

“Oh, sir,” I heard myself say, in a voice I scarcely recognized as my own. It was the first sound to break the silence, traveling through the heavy air like a crack through ice—and suddenly, to my great astonishment, producing an echo from the shore behind me. No, not an echo. A loud cheer—which I could not understand until I turned and saw the Nightingale, looking as pretty as a ship in a bottle, carving through the waves at the tip of the headland and sailing toward the Anchorage.
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The Battle on the Shore

I WANTED TO stay still and grieve. I wanted to creep into the earth, and pull the grass over my head like a blanket, so that I could lie unnoticed beside the captain. My mind was not ready to leave his protection. My instincts, however—my instincts were interested in nothing but saving my life. With despicable energy I jumped up, seized the captain’s sword where it lay in his open hand, turned tail, and began running fast toward the shore. In the corner of my eye, I saw Mr. Stevenson and Mr. Creed follow suit—Stevenson pulling his hat from his head, to prevent it being swept off in the rush. The skin of his forehead was extremely white, and made a strong contrast to his weather-beaten face.

At every step I expected a musket ball or the edge of a blade to slash into my shoulders. But either because they reckoned we were easy prey, or because they were distracted by the appearance of the Nightingale, Smirke and his men did nothing. As I continued running, and my mind reassembled itself, I heard them calling to one another—saying how pretty our ship looked, and how they would be home soon. When I threw a glance over my shoulder, several of them were pointing and clapping one another on the back; only Smirke and Stone seemed less than excited—Smirke because he was gloating over the dead body now stretched before him; and Stone because he was intent on reloading his pistol.

The ground I ran across—it would be better to say flew—was the old marsh that Scotland and the other prisoners had turned into rice fields. Even at speed, I was conscious of how neatly everything had been made: the rows of young plants, and the low walls that created a terrace leading down to the shore, where fertile earth gave way to sand. It made me pick up my feet in a high-stepping gait, because I did not like to destroy what they had so carefully created, even though I was fleeing for my life.

As the three of us reached the shore, Bo’sun Kirkby and Mr. Tickle ran forward—Mr. Tickle with his unlit pipe still clamped between his teeth. For all that he was not my captain, I was mightily relieved to see how determined he looked, especially since the prisoners—whose tight formation on the sand behind him had now broken up—were extremely confused. One or two had dropped down and pressed their faces to the sand, mumbling prayers that were inaudible to everyone except Mother Earth. Others had tramped into the water and stood with waves breaking around their knees, unable to decide what most deserved their attention: the pirates behind them or the Nightingale—which was now a few hundred yards offshore and putting down her anchor.

Our friends’ distress, combined with their near-nakedness and shivering, was miserable to see. Only Scotland had kept his composure—still standing beside the bo’sun, with his arms held out so that his wife could shelter behind him. It was a brave defense but also very desperate and pathetic, since he had no weapon except his courage. Or none until I handed him the captain’s sword, still warm from my grip, and drew my own shorter weapon. Our two blades clanged together, which seemed to seal the brotherhood between us.

“Thank you, Master Jim,” he said, very grim-faced—then added with a touch of poetry that was never far from his speech, “We are all the captain now.”

“We are indeed,” I said.

“We will make him proud of us.”

“We will indeed,” I repeated—although, when I looked inland again, I felt less than perfect confidence. Smirke had now ended his gloating over the captain, and was slowly leading his men down from the stockade; they had spread into a crescent, to prevent anyone slipping past them. None were talking, not even to curse us, but instead they kept a very menacing silence, swinging their swords lazily from side to side as if they were mowing grass.

The most terrible thing about this approach—more terrible than the fact of massacre it seemed to anticipate—was the appetite it suggested. Every swish of steel spoke of how the pirates would enjoy dispatching us, and of how they saw this enjoyment as merely the prelude to other pleasures now lying before them—namely, commandeering the Nightingale, and escaping from the island to whatever life they wanted.

At this point, when the likelihood of disaster became very clear to me, I found my terror had suddenly evaporated and my head was clear. It was not that I reconciled myself to death, rather that I found a way to keep my dignity—by deciding to end my life in a way that made me unlike my murderers. I would fight as myself, in the best way I could. I would not allow my courage to weaken because I was a long way from my home, and because I had lost Natty and seen the captain die. I would not allow Death to think he had gained the upper hand because I had done wrong in my life—by stealing the map especially, and betraying my father. I would believe I might be forgiven my sins. I would accept the second life I had been given when I was rescued from the sea.

I did not express these thoughts as words—of course not; they were a surge of authority, of possibility, that I have since captured for myself in these terms. I cannot otherwise explain the change that came over me in those moments on the beach. Behind me I heard shouts from the Nightingale as men lowered our jolly-boat into the water and began rowing toward us. This settled my nervousness. Around me I had the beauty of the world—the white spray whipping off the gray waves; the shivering tree line around the pedestal of Spyglass Hill; the glimmer of birds flitting between trees in the forest. This stiffened my resolve. But the principal inspiration came from myself alone. I was transformed for as long as necessary into a belligerent angel.

Bo’sun Kirkby and the others in our troop, which now included Scotland, had fallen into a line along the beach with the prisoners milling in the shallows behind us. They were in no condition to come to our aid, and without them we were only a handful, outnumbered by the pirates bearing down on us. It was therefore strongly in our favor to delay the fight until the jolly-boat arrived—as the pirates also understood.

They crossed the last few yards very swiftly, tramping through the rice fields, then thudding over the firmer sand. The bo’sun was at the further end of our defense, and opposite him was Smirke. Next to the bo’sun was Mr. Tickle, still chewing on the stem of his pipe, squaring up to one of the slavers—a hideous-looking man, with staring eyes and a coat that seemed to be made of twigs and patches. Scotland stood in the middle facing Stone—and although it was not the moment to reflect on the inequality of this contest, I did notice with relief that Stone had put away his pistol and was preparing to go at it sword to sword. Mr. Stevenson was fighting close to Mr. Creed, opposite a gaggle of slavers who could not decide which among them was in the vanguard and which was not, and so flashed their weapons together in a noisy tangle. My own adversaries were two characters I had not much noticed before in the camp—both of them also slavers from the Achilles. One was a little stooping monkey, who now began passing his weapon from hand to hand with great agility, and the other a taller, older, heavier oaf, whose face was so thickly covered with sores, his eyes were almost closed.

I went for him first, shutting my mind to the sound of clanging and scraping and cursing that now broke out around me. The monkey fellow (exactly as a monkey might) seemed to sit on his friend’s shoulder, chattering continuously: “Hit him low, Turner, hit him low. There in the vitals. Stick him; stick him.” Almost none of this advice was taken by old Turner, who lumbered toward me with his sword pointing toward the sky—planning to bring it straight down on my head and end things that way. Whether he stumbled in the sand, or whether I actually did outwit him, I am not certain. What I do know is: while his weapon was still high in the air, mine found its way into his belly, entering (because I was smaller) in an upward direction beneath his ribcage, then sliding on toward his heart. The texture of his body was thicker than a pig’s, and the great quantity of blood that began to pour from him was about the same as a pig would produce. It ran down sticky and very warm over my hands, until I quickly tugged out my blade as if I had been scalded.

The monkey fellow now sprang forward, screeching and flashing his teeth as if he meant to nip me and not fight me. We circled one another a few times—and in this interval I had the chance to see Turner finally lower his sword. Not, as he had intended, in a cleaving blow, but with a heavy and useless swoop, which ended in the sand as his body collapsed on top of his weapon. His face was drained of all color, except for the sore places on his cheeks and forehead, which remained bright red.

“Kill me, would you, you pup?” the monkey nattered. “Put away old Turner, would you, and leave a widow in the world? Orphans too, I shouldn’t wonder—orphans in the ports here and there with hungry mouths.” With my new sense of purpose, none of this had the slightest effect on me. Once I had followed him around in a shuffling circle a few times, and got the measure of things, I made a direct jab that seemed to amaze him. His sword fell from his hand as he parried my strike—and the tip of my blade entered his throat, in the hollow below his Adam’s apple.

“Ah!” he said, in the thoughtful voice of someone who has found the answer to a mystery that has long eluded him. Whatever this knowledge might have been, he kept it to himself. For as his sigh ended, his life left him. Then he too toppled onto the sand, where his head rested against the thigh of his friend Turner; they lay there together like two men sleeping after a meal—Turner blubbery and elephantine, the monkey still quite young, but very bald. As I looked at them, I waited for a shock of pity or revulsion to break through me. I felt nothing of the sort. Instead a calm voice spoke in my head, saying, “You have killed a man. You have killed two men.”

At other times in my life, such a sentence would have been monstrous. In the strange state I had now entered, it seemed nothing other than a statement of fact; I did not pause to consider what it implied, in transferring me from one sort of existence to another. My only concern was my friends, whose contests were more evenly balanced than my own had been. Furthest away from me, Smirke and Bo’sun Kirkby were both standing at their full height, swinging their cutlasses with methodical ferocity. (Smirke, I noticed, was puffing a good deal and sweating very heavily.) Mr. Tickle, Mr. Stevenson and Mr. Creed were also standing their ground—Stevenson with his chin held high and a disdainful expression on his face, as though he considered the whole business of fighting to be beneath him; Creed hopping quickly from foot to foot. Mr. Tickle stood solid as a yeoman, chopping and thrusting as if he were demonstrating a means of signaling—with swords, not flags.

The battle between Stone and Scotland was more subtle. Scotland had evidently decided his long incarceration put him at a disadvantage—which it certainly did, in terms of strength and stamina. He stood well back from his enemy, up to his ankles in water, making occasional lunges. The scars across his shoulders, and one raw gash across the crown of his head, made it appear he had already been struck several blows. In reality these were earlier wounds he had received in the stockade—for Stone was also reluctant to fight close-to.

This hesitation seemed strange, until I noticed that, with crablike maneuvers, Stone was in fact not especially interested in Scotland himself, but what lay behind him. This was the woman who had walked at his side when he emerged from the log house. His wife.

I am writing these words as though in the midst of battle I had time to stand easy, and observe, and think. There was no such time—only a brief pause before I began fighting again—but in such moments as did exist, I noticed this woman with peculiar clarity. She was almost the same height as Scotland and the same age, with loosely curled hair, skin as black as ebony, and an upright way of standing that made her Scotland’s equal. I was yet to hear her speak, but the blank fury in her eyes made speech unnecessary. It was clear that she wanted much more than Stone’s death. She wanted him killed and all trace of him entirely removed from the face of the earth.

In the same instant that I felt the power of her rage—seeing her stand up to her knees in sea water, with the waves plucking at her—my horror of the stockade and everything it contained reached a new intensity. Smirke was heartless enough, but my instincts told me it was Stone who had instigated the worst obscenities. The coldness of the man was a kind of petrifaction—the lizard stare, the carved mouth, the dead pallor of his face. Although I wondered whether any earthly weapon could put an end to him, since he had already survived the slash across his throat, I nevertheless threw myself forward to join Scotland, where I might strike a blow for justice.

As I did so, I saw the jolly-boat had made less progress toward the shore than I would have expected. To judge by the way some of the rowers were struggling, while others bailed the water breaking over the sides, I assumed they had encountered a current running offshore—produced, no doubt, by the powerful stream that entered the bay near to where they were arriving. It was obvious that we needed to hold our ground for another several minutes. Or to put it a better way: I thought we had several minutes to win the battle ourselves.

It was not to be. Although I did not flatter myself by thinking Stone wanted to avoid me, the sight of my approach did accelerate the matter he already had in mind. Rather than engaging with Scotland and trying to finish him, he now backed away entirely, scrambling to the top of a little sand ridge that divided the rice fields from the shore. Here he paused, one minute looking down the slope to where Scotland and I stood side by side, and the next out to sea, where the shouts of my shipmates were clearly audible above the slop and crash of waves.

I blame myself for failing to understand what he had in mind; I have criticized myself ever since. If my wits had been about me, I would have rushed forward regardless of any risk—and really believe that, with Scotland to help, we might have overpowered the wretch. As it was, I waited like a fool for Stone to come down to us again. This gave him his opportunity. Without so much as a blink, he coolly struck his sword in the sand (which it entered with a hiss, as if the blade were hot), then reached a long hand inside his coat and produced from it his silver pistol—the same he had used to kill the captain. This he raised with a straight arm, pointing it not at my heart, or at Scotland, but between and beyond us—at Scotland’s wife. It was simple cruelty that made him do this, because he knew the grief it would cause.

Scotland’s misery began as Stone squeezed the trigger; he saw immediately what must happen. Therefore, instead of flinching or leaping aside, he turned around to discover what he already knew—his wife straight on her back in the waves. His wife with the waves splashing over her, making a continuous rocking movement, such as might send a child to sleep. The spirals of her hair swayed lazily about her face. Her blood, too, where it flowed from her breast.

I saw this in the second before I also saw Scotland run out to her, kneel, heave her upright and dripping, and begin calling her name. It was a terrible, loud wail; the saddest sound I ever heard. And the sound of it was all I needed then, to make me begin laboring up the slope toward Stone. I thought he would be reloading his pistol, or at least be pulling his sword from the sand, to send me on my way to the afterlife by one means or the other. In fact he seemed not in the least bothered with me, or with what he had just accomplished. He was staring over our heads and out to sea—not in the direction of the jolly-boat, and not toward the Nightingale either, but toward the feathery mound of the White Rock, which lay midway between our shore and Skeleton Island.

It was the only time I saw his expression change—his blank mask melting like wax and wrinkling into a grimace. Blood surged into his cheeks and along the scar around his throat, so that it seemed like a fresh wound. “Smirke!” he called, in a high-pitched whisper. “Smirke! Smirke!” Further along the sand, his captain broke away from Bo’sun Kirkby, and looked where his lieutenant was pointing—and also changed color like a chameleon.

“Mr. Stone,” he called back in an unsteady voice. “With me! With me!” As soon as the order was given, they both galloped away from us, disappearing across the rice fields and into the undergrowth that lay alongside the stream whose current had delayed our friends.
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On the White Rock

MY RELIEF AT seeing Smirke and Stone disappear was so great—and all the greater when their subordinates from the Achilles also spun on their heels and followed them into the undergrowth—I did not yet ask what had suddenly provoked them. Only when I was sure they were gone, and we were no longer in immediate danger, did I begin looking out to sea and searching for an answer. For a moment I saw nothing but the gray sea and the Nightingale. Then I looked again toward the White Rock. Then I saw the ferns crowning the White Rock. Then I saw a shadow among these ferns. Then I saw this shadow harden into a shape. Then I saw the shape change into a person. Then I saw the person had a face. Then I saw the face had eyes and a nose and a mouth. Then I saw Natty.

My first thought was: it must be a vision. A compensation for the fright and giddiness of battle. I shielded my eyes to look more clearly and be sure. Not even this could convince me entirely, given the dimness of the day and the distance between us—until I remembered the pirates’ look of astonishment. They were aghast because they also thought Natty was dead. Their surprise was proof of her life.

My first instinct was natural enough—to shout her name, to point, to leap up and down on the sand, to open my arms toward her and show her the happiness I felt. But I stopped myself. The ghost of the captain still stalked about my heart, and made anything like rejoicing seem unnatural. Unkind to Scotland as well, who was still kneeling in the water beside his wife, touching her face and hair and murmuring words she could not hear.

This sight, coming so soon after my glimpse of Natty, brought sorrow and delight so strongly together in my mind, I felt rooted to the ground. But to tell the truth, I never doubted where I must turn first. After hesitating for only a minute, I splashed out through the waves to help Scotland carry his wife onto dry land. I did not so much as mention Natty. Instead, and with as much dignity as possible, we took the weight of the dead woman, and raised her, and came ashore, and laid out the body on the sand while our friends gathered around us in a tight group. Scotland held his wife by the hand and ran his fingers up and down her own, as though he might be able to preserve the warmth in them.

“Leave us,” Scotland said after a while—and when he saw we were reluctant to go, he told us a second time, more firmly: “Leave us. Please.”

Our delay had only been a form of kindness, but we did as he asked, scattering along the shoreline and talking quietly to one another. I came in between Bo’sun Kirkby and Mr. Tickle, so that I could point out my secret.

At first they were disbelieving, as I had been; having accepted the likelihood of Natty’s death, they could not easily reject it again. But when their cautious signals across the water were greeted by the voice we all recognized, they were convinced—and felt some of the happiness I knew myself.

“I’d given him up,” said the bo’sun, which was more than he had previously admitted. Mr. Tickle would not go as far as this, but kept saying, “Nat’s a good lad; Nat’s a good lad; Nat’s a good lad,” as if he had taken a lesson in conversation from Spot. To celebrate, he then lit his pipe for the first time in a long while—whereupon the breeze promptly blew an unusually thick shower of sparks into his beard.

The same breeze was also bringing our little gallipot of a boat toward us more speedily, since it had now escaped the drag of the river current. It made a cheerful sight cresting through the surf, although there was not enough room on board for more than a dozen of us at a time; there would have to be five, if not six, separate journeys between the Nightingale and the shore until we were all safely on board. The prospect of this delay was troublesome, since we felt Smirke and the others might return at any moment. Although one of the men in the boat had brought a rifle, and the other three swords, we barely matched the number of our enemies—which I calculated was ten, including Smirke and Stone, and who owned more weapons than they had so far used against us.

When our jolly-boat finally slid up the sand, I therefore set about handing our charges aboard with the utmost haste. But this was not easy. Every one that I helped had been frail to the point of exhaustion when we first released them from their quarters. Now, after cowering in the open, witnessing further cruelties, and thinking they might be exterminated at any moment, many were unable to stand. Fear had turned them into rag dolls. Some were so confused they even mistook their rescuers for enemies—and feebly resisted us, scratching and moaning; one bit Mr. Tickle on the chin (which he scarcely felt through his beard), and I myself had to chase through the waves after a young woman who cringed from the hand I had raised to help her; she shivered in my grasp as I led her back to the boat.

Faced with these difficulties, Bo’sun Kirkby decided that Scotland and Mr. Tickle and I should accompany the first party to the Nightingale, before returning for the second. Myself because I would then be able to rescue Natty in person, as we stopped en route at the White Rock; Scotland because he could reassure our friends in a language they understood. As soon as the boat was filled, I ran back along the beach to persuade Scotland he must do this.

I expected some difficulty, because I assumed Scotland would be concentrated on his grief. In fact he hesitated for no more than a moment—a moment in which he stared into his wife’s face, and touched her hair with a most lingering tenderness. Then he rose to his feet.

“I have seen Master Nat,” he said—which took me aback, since I did not think he had been looking at the world.

“She …” I began, meaning only to state the obvious: that she was alive. But in my excitement I had misspoken.

“She,” said Scotland, with a grave bow. It was not a question. It proved that he knew the truth of Natty’s situation, and had considered it a secret worth keeping.

“Yes,” I said quietly. “She.”

“I have always known,” he said. “But I saw she had her reasons for keeping herself in disguise. You both did.”

“Thank you for understanding,” I told him, and gave him my hand. Once again his palm felt very rough against my own.

“Well,” I went on, “she is safe, at any rate.”

Scotland sighed, then narrowed his eyes and looked toward the White Rock, where Natty now appeared to be sitting among the ferns. He seemed about to speak, and because I thought he would make a comparison between his situation and my own, I interrupted in order to spare us both.

“We can collect Natty on our way,” I told him. “She will be safe on board the Nightingale, while we finish here.”

“She will have something to tell you,” he replied.

“She will,” I said, assuming he meant we would be pleased to be reunited.

Scotland shook his head. “You will see,” he said—and almost smiled. Then, evidently feeling he had strayed too far from the one thing he wanted to think about, he turned again to gaze at his wife.

After a moment of silence, he called to a friend in the group of others now milling around the jolly-boat. This was a grizzled fellow about twice his age, whose bowed shoulders, and scarred face and hands, showed the sufferings he had endured on the island. In spite of this, he lolloped across the sand in loose and easy strides, and spoke very affectionately with Scotland. I could not understand what he said, but guessed the gist of it when he sat down at the feet of Scotland’s wife, with his hands on his knees. He was to keep guard, until Scotland returned. Scotland thanked him, then bowed and crossed himself, and walked away beside me without once looking back.

As we scrambled aboard the jolly-boat, it was obvious that unless we remained very still in our places, and kept the balance, we would all soon be tipped into the sea. Even as it was, waves grabbed at us hungrily, so we were soon ankle-deep in water. Mr. Tickle, who had appointed himself leader of the oarsmen, kept up a low rumble of curses.

I was squeezed between Scotland and Rebecca, the prisoner who had introduced herself to me when she emerged from the log house holding her Bible. The Good Book was now clasped tight between her hands, as though it could be relied on for buoyancy, and her chin was resting on her chest. In spite of this, I could hear that she was singing—if a whisper can be called a song. I recognized it as that fine old hymn “The Shepherd’s Hand”:


When I put myself in the shepherd’s hand,

He leads me to the Promised Land:

Sweet Lord, guide me home.

When I hear the word the shepherd says,

I shall know the number of my days:

Sweet Lord, guide me home.




When I find the warmth of my shepherd’s fold,

I have no need of silver or gold:

Sweet Lord, guide me home.



I listened to these verses in a respectful silence. Scotland, who surprised me in almost everything he did, was not so patient. Even before the song was done, he lunged forward to one of the oarsmen recently arrived from the Nightingale and asked a question. What with the hubbub of wind and the waves, I did not hear the answer exactly—only that it contained the phase “to avenge us”; Scotland’s response, however, was clear enough. Muttering, “Very good; very good,” he rummaged in a little cabinet under his seat, and took out an object the size of a man’s head, which had been covered with a thick cloth then tied with string.

As our oarsmen worked the boat around in the water, until the prow faced toward the White Rock and the Nightingale beyond, I asked what the parcel contained. Scotland placed it cautiously on his bare knees and stared at me with his head held sideways, like a blackbird listening for a worm in the ground. “It is our weapon,” he said, then added in a whisper: “Look over by the Rock.”

I did as he asked—and was astonished he had spoken so calmly. Not a hundred yards away, emerging from the mouth of the largest of the streams that poured into the Anchorage, was a roughly made canoe in which sat Smirke and Stone, paddling very hard and efficiently and heading in the same direction as ourselves. So long as they remained in the smooth freshwater, they made rapid progress, carried by the strong force of its current. When they reached the open sea, however, their speed was not so great—although both bent to their work furiously, and dug their paddles into the water as if the devil himself were chasing them.

Except: it was not fear of what lay behind that drove them on, so much as their desire to reach what lay ahead. I assumed this must be Natty, who was now clearly visible in her strange little fort. Cowering among the ferns with her hat squeezed down onto her head, and her knees pressed tightly together, she looked more like a child accused of a misdemeanor than a young woman in danger of losing her life. The sense of her innocence made my heart fly toward her like an arrow, and I heard myself call her name aloud repeatedly—“Natty! Natty! Natty!”—as if this would somehow quicken the rhythm of our oars.

But the jolly-boat was not built for speed, and continually shipped water. The prow labored through the waves. Spray spattered in our faces. Everything about us seemed heavier, and slower, and more cumbersome by the minute. And more nearly helpless, too, which I could measure by watching how Natty gradually sank down further and further among the ferns—but still could not make herself invisible.

I could do nothing but sit in my place as Smirke and Stone raced their canoe alongside the little island with a final surge of strength. And nothing again as I watched them make a deft maneuver whereby Smirke stayed aboard, keeping things steady, while Stone leaped to capture their prey. I saw the tall ferns shake at one end of the Rock, then in the middle, then at the other, then back in the middle again, as Natty played a quick and humiliating game of hide-and-seek. Eventually there was a violent trembling of the long stems, and a cry as Stone fell on her (so I imagined) like a hawk on a lark.

At this point we were still a few dozen yards off the Rock, but the sight and sound of the capture was so alarming, it produced an even greater effort from my shipmates. We plowed through the last stretch of water with a terrific splash, and scraped against the pale boulders exactly as Stone dragged Natty into the canoe and Smirke began to paddle them all back toward the shore.

He could not easily do this, thanks to Natty—who was struggling very fiercely. One of her feet kicked out sideways and caught Smirke such a blow across the knuckles, he took his hand off the paddle for a moment, and shook it. Stone, meanwhile, was aiming to land a clout on her head with his own paddle, like a man trying to stun an eel—but the more determined he became, the more she wriggled, and the more their boat wobbled, and the more inclined he was to use a different kind of force.

I knew this because I saw him suddenly shrug, and straighten, and reach one hand inside his long coat—toward the pocket where he kept his silver pistol.

“Strike them amidships!” I shouted to my mates, urging them to make a collision that would knock Stone off balance. The oarsmen needed no further encouragement. With every ounce of strength they could muster, and all the weight of our passengers combined, we hit the canoe dead center. Stone did indeed lose his balance and fell down very smartly, with his legs over his head in a most ridiculous posture. Smirke was more composed, if a man can be called such a thing when his face is buckled with rage.

I assumed the canoe would sink—which had been my intention. But nothing behaved as I thought it would. The canoe merely creaked, and staggered, and spun sideways, then began dragging alongside us, making our gunwales squeal.

The faces of all three on board were now inches from my own—Stone once more expressionless as his name, Smirke with his eyes rolling and large mouth gaping like a water spout, and Natty imploring. “Jim!” she called, in a voice I cannot forget; it was the moment I felt sure she had never forgotten me, and the moment I thought I had lost her forever.

It was not my voice that reassured her, although I believe my eyes looking into her own told her everything she wanted to know. It was Scotland’s voice. While our two boats were still locked together, he sprang to his feet, causing us to sway violently in our seats.

“Jump!” Scotland shouted, and flapped his left hand—meaning that she must leap into the open sea, rather than into our boat—while with his right he lifted the parcel he had been balancing on his knees. The cloth had now been removed, and I saw what had been concealed. One of the baskets the captain and I had brought back from our expedition. A basket made of plaited grass, topped with the small cap. A basket that contained the snakes.

While Scotland continued to hold his arm high above his head, the cap began to fidget as if the contents were boiling; then it slipped off and fell into the boat. Scotland said nothing. He did not look up—so did not see the glistening bodies that began to uncoil into the air. But their effect was extraordinary. Although the creatures themselves seemed calm, with stiffened bodies craning from side to side with great curiosity, everyone who saw them began to panic.

Some of our passengers were so frightened I thought we might capsize. In fact there was a quite different kind of catastrophe. Scotland’s right foot was planted on the bench that ran around the jolly-boat, while his left was on the gunwales; beneath him, the faces of Smirke and Stone were twisted in horror, as they understood what a pestilence he was about to bring down on them. They seemed paralyzed. Natty, whom I glimpsed in a blur, was more nearly in control of herself, and had already started to wriggle overboard.

I told myself this is what Scotland wanted her to do, before tipping the snakes onto her persecutors. But in the unsteadiness his own courage had produced, he lost his balance. He was himself pitched into the canoe along with the basket, instead of throwing nothing but the snakes.

Wind and waves shrank to a murmur. The sobbing in our boat became a sigh. The roaring of the pirates was nothing. As far as I was concerned, the only sight in the world was Scotland’s long body tumbling through the air and sprawling onto our enemies. The only sound was his voice calling again, “Jump out, Nat! Jump out!”

This seemed so complete a scene, I did not immediately notice it contained other elements. One was Natty slithering over the side of the canoe and already splashing in the water before Scotland’s fall had ended. She then swam very quickly toward the jolly-boat, and reached the side opposite from where I was sitting; I lost sight of her as other hands stretched to lift her in. The next was Scotland’s basket jarring against the inside wall of the canoe, and four or five snakes spilling out like locks of curly gray hair.

Because Scotland himself, the snakes and the pirates were instantly tangled together, I could not see precisely what happened next—though its effects were clear enough. The canoe slid a little further away from our boat, and began rocking violently as its occupants heaved and convulsed. Smirke tried to follow Natty’s example, dragging his large body upright in order to hurl himself into the waves—but then falling back down very sharply, as he realized the snakes had already done their work on him. Stone I never did see again as a living thing, for the reason that Scotland was actually lying on top of him with two or three snakes in his hand, appearing to feed them into the body that had caused his own so much misery.

It was this action, so deliberate and so intent, that made me change my mind and think Scotland had not lost his footing, but had always intended to leap into the canoe. In the excited lifting of his arm, with the snakes writhing between his fingers; in its eager plunging downward onto Stone; in his furious dabbling; in the way he spread himself with legs apart, to prevent his victim from moving—in all these things I saw a purpose that was not so much desperate as passionate.

Smirke meanwhile continued to sit bolt upright, glaring and spewing curses as the canoe drifted further away from us. When the poison began to nip through him, this blaze of rage dimmed—turning first into puzzlement, then into something rather pathetic and childlike. His curses stopped, and were replaced by thoughts that became less orderly as his mind faded. “Damn you, Jim Hawkins, and you, John Silver,” he said, in a choking voice. “Damn you, Captain Smollett and Dr. Livesey and Squire Trelawny. Damn you all for leaving me here to rot.” Here he broke off and spread his arms wide—then continued more moderately: “Why would you never take me home again? Why would you never take me home? I have done nothing but dream of old England. Green fields and safe harbors. Nothing like old England. Oh—”

Here his arms dropped to his side, and he sagged off the bench on which he was sitting, until he was kneeling. He achieved this maneuver without making a sound, so he must have been cushioned on the bodies of Scotland and Stone. All of us in the jolly-boat were staring at him now, though whether willing him to stop or continue I could not be sure, so extraordinary was his performance. As if acknowledging this, he raised his arms again, high above his head this time, which I remembered my father saying he had done years before when beseeching the Hispaniola to include him in the last exodus from Treasure Island. “Take me with you,” he said, in tones of the most earnest supplication. Then again, more quietly: “Damn you, Silver. Take me with you. Take me with you.” When he saw none of us move, but only sit and watch, his mouth snapped shut and he toppled sideways like a sack of grain.

For a moment it seemed the canoe would be able to withstand this change of weight and stay afloat. But the body was too heavy—and soon, as though deliberating whether to live in this world or the next, the little craft leaned a little, then a little more, then capsized in such a way as to tip all its occupants into the water rather than trapping them underneath. For a minute or more the three dead men rode the waves facedown, while around them the snakes sizzled like flakes of fire. Then everything was still.

By this time Natty had been dragged on board, and I was able to embrace her safe and sound.


32
Bar Silver

I DID NOT expect to hear Natty’s story immediately, nor for her to hear mine. One thing, however, could not wait to be told. When she was finally dragged from the waves with her battered black chapeau knocked from her head, and her clothes clinging to her body, she was at last revealed to all and sundry as her own true self—no longer Nat, but Natty. Mr. Tickle, whom I knew best of the oarsmen, spoke for them all. “Glory be!” he exclaimed, pushing his own cap back from his forehead. “You’ve been eating mighty strange fruit since you ran off from us, Master Nat. Either that or you’ve fooled us all along.” He did not seem offended by the fact that he had been misled, only pleased to have saved a soul.

Natty herself seemed more put out, struggling to stand in the crowded boat, but looking around defiantly. “I am Mr. Silver’s daughter,” she said, as if the specter of her father had come to stand beside her, and was ready to crush anyone who mocked. “I did what I did. I disguised myself in case …” But here her courage seemed to run out and she looked to me. Exhaustion was to blame, I understood that. And shock, too, at everything she had seen. But I suspected something else as well. Natty had grown used to her disguise, and the opportunities for freedom that it offered; now she was herself again, and felt constrained.

The least I could do was admit that I had been privy to her trick. “Natty thought it would be for the best,” I said, from the place I had taken on the bench beside her. “It was her father’s idea—in case of accidents. Our captain knew, didn’t he, Natty? Captain Beamish also thought disguise was right for our journey.”

At this Natty suddenly rallied and clapped her hands. My first thought was: she wanted to fix our attention on the remaining buccaneers, because they might reappear from the trees at any minute and launch another attack against us. Our friends were certainly concerned about this, and glanced continually toward the shore, where the remainder of the slaves stood in a ragged group, still guarded by Bo’sun Kirkby and the rest. Instead, she meant us to look toward the place she had recently been hiding.

“The White Rock!” she called out.

I did not understand what she could mean, beyond naming the place.

“What of it?” I asked.

“We must go there,” she said quickly. “We must go there and you must see, you must all see.”

Such insistence surprised me very much. Natty had admired Scotland and inclined toward him. Yet now his corpse was floating in the waves a matter of yards away, she did not so much as acknowledge him. I could not comprehend this—except by supposing her mind was injured by the dangers she had recently confronted. It was not that she felt nothing; rather that she felt too much.

As Mr. Tickle and the others began to pull the dead men closer to our boat, I thought this must indeed be the true state of things—because Natty could not prevent her eyes swelling into tears when she turned and looked down into the water. Scotland’s body had rolled onto its back so that his face was plain to us, very calm and smooth. All the fury of his last few moments had vanished, though not the longer grief of his life. The scalp and shoulders were still deeply scarred, and here and there on his chest were hard lumps, each with a darker V-shape at the center, which showed where the snakes had bitten. As Natty saw all this, and choked back tears that still threatened to fall, she pressed her hand hard enough against her mouth to leave a bluish mark when she removed it again; she then let her fingers trail in the water where they could dabble against Scotland’s neck and chest.

There was a pause and a silence, broken only by the splash of little waves as they appeared to lift Scotland toward us. In reality they did no such thing; we took responsibility for him ourselves, hoisting him into the boat with all the gentleness we could manage, and laying him at our feet. We showed no such respect for Smirke and Stone, however, but tied a rope around their ankles and dragged them roughly through the water behind us. I could not see this, because my view was blocked by friends who sat in the stern; I did notice, however, that occasionally they turned to spit at them, after my shipmates had taken up the oars again.

Natty now wiped her face and remembered to finish what she had begun a moment before.

“The White Rock,” she repeated, pointing to where she had just left. Mr. Tickle, who was setting the rhythm for rowing, looked at me with a raised eyebrow, which meant he was asking my advice. This sense that I had some authority, now the captain was no longer able to provide it, was new to me—but I did not hesitate. Although I understood our friends on shore were still at the mercy of the slavers, should those devils return, I calculated that the men we had left as guards would be able to protect them. Indeed, the miserable cargo dragging in our wake convinced me that for the time being we were invincible—which may have been the hubris of youth.

“Thank you, Mr. Tickle,” I therefore said, with as much command as I could muster. “Back to the Rock, if you please.”

Our boat swung around, banging heavily through the waves. This change of direction produced a good deal of whispering among the friends sitting close to me, which at first I thought must be complaints that they were frightened, and cold, and weary of being cooped up in our boat. When I looked at them more carefully, I saw they were in fact sharing glances of excitement, not anxiety. They knew what we were about to find.

As we made our approach, I could not help reflecting it might have been easier if we had jumped overboard and waded, the tide had now withdrawn so far from the Anchorage. As our oars struck the water, they disturbed small puffs of sand on the seabed. It gave an impression of quietness and safety, which was at odds with the sky above: whereas previous mornings on the island had been sunlit, today had never shaken off the storms of the previous night. The expanse of sea stretching toward the Nightingale, where she rode at anchor in the middle distance, was still as gray as pewter.

“Hurry!” said Natty, as if she had once again forgotten Scotland and the captain. It seemed almost heartless, although I forgave it by reminding myself of the reasons and turned in my seat to look where she was looking. Thanks to the low water I could now see the lowest part of the White Rock was in fact black rock: a blunt tooth of the same granite as Spyglass Hill, which loomed over the island. The repeated washing of the tides had carved its lines of weakness into fantastic shapes, such as the inside of an ear, or a shell. Where it stood proud of the sea, the burnishing of salt and sun had produced a comparative pallor. Not exactly white as in its name, more a pearl gray, and very smooth, as though waves were in fact sandpaper.

Had the Rock been domed or even flat, I doubt it would have supported a single seed. But now we were about to draw alongside, I could see its whole length (about twelve foot) was in fact sharply concave. Over the centuries the edge of this bowl had been coated with all manner of dust and vegetable matter, including the fertilizations of birds, and had become a circular garden in which the ferns I have mentioned had taken root and flourished. The collection was immensely varied in so small a place. Some had leaves like slender green tongues, some were coiled like English bracken, and others were deep red, or almost black, or mixed green and yellow.

Natty cared nothing for the flora. As soon as the nose of our jolly-boat ground against the side once more, she grabbed the rope in the prow and jumped ashore, clinging to the slimy roots of a plant that hung down over the bare stone. While she secured us, I followed—and was again surprised by the behavior of our friends in the boat, who suddenly gave a long musical sigh.

By the time I found my balance, Natty had almost disappeared into the ferns—where I immediately followed. We were now standing on the rim of the little volcano shape, and could not go any further without slithering down its slope.

When looking from the jolly-boat, I had supposed this middle part of the Rock to be covered with the same plants that formed a kind of barricade around the edge; in fact the center was a clearing, overhung by foliage, with a floor of dead leaves. Beneath these leaves—showing in little gleams and fragments, where their covering had been disturbed—were dozens and dozens of bars of silver. They reminded me of something I had seen as a child, when fishing with my father near the mouth of the Thames; we had looked over the side of our boat and found a big shoal of sea bass, dawdling six feet beneath the surface of the water. With the shadows playing across, and the varying light this created, I saw the same ripple, and dapple, and silent suspension.

“Our treasure,” said Natty in a deep voice of reverence. “This is where they brought it for safe keeping, where they could watch it from the camp. This is their silver vault.”

“Did you know?” I asked in a whisper.

“Not exactly,” she said.

“Scotland told you?”

Natty shook her head.

“What, then?”

“I cannot say exactly. It seemed to find me.”

“The silver found you?”

“Yes, the silver found me. Scotland told me it would.”

I did not reply, but looked into her eyes and saw a cold light reflected there. It was the same that I had seen in her father’s eyes, when he first explained to me what I must do; I knew she must be thinking about him, although neither of us spoke his name. In my own eyes, I think, there was the glitter of a question: was this what we had come for, so far and with so much loss? There seemed very little of it—or too much. I could not decide.


33
The Burial of the Dead

WHEN NATTY AND I clambered down from the White Rock and into the jolly-boat again, several of our friends gave shouts of congratulation: these were the men who had carried the silver from its original site, and understood its value. By this time my shipmates also knew what we had seen, and so abandoned their oars to share in the discovery: we soon heard them whooping and laughing among the ferns, which shook in a kind of ecstasy. When they returned, Mr. Tickle was carrying an ingot—a lovely old piece of silver the size and shape of a cottage loaf. He laid it in the bottom of the boat, beside the body of Scotland, with so much reverence it might have been a holy relic. Then he took his place beside the other oarsmen and together they set about their work.

Natty placed her hand on my arm; it looked somewhat wizened after her plunge into the sea. “I’m sorry about the captain,” she said, as though suddenly remembering what she observed from her perch on the Rock. “I saw it all; I watched everything.”

I nodded, thinking I must be patient with her distractedness, until her mind had healed. “And I am sorry about Scotland,” I said.

“Perhaps he did not want to live any longer,” she replied.

This seemed blunt, even allowing for Natty’s distress, which I showed by frowning at her. When she returned my look without flinching, I reminded myself how often she used boldness as a way of concealing her more delicate feelings.

“Because of his wife?” I said.

“Because of his wife,” she repeated. “Because of his poor wife”—and that was the end of it. By mutual consent we shifted to more practical matters. In particular, we decided that we should return to the shore, and not continue to the Nightingale, so that we could lay Scotland to rest beside his wife as soon as possible, and then attend to the captain’s body, and to everyone else who had been killed. Once this was agreed, we completed our journey in silence, with Natty smiling to herself as she remembered her safety, and frowning as she reflected on its cost. Despite this self-communing, or perhaps because of it, she collected herself very quickly when the prow of our boat rasped into the sand, seizing hold of the rope and urging me to follow. We climbed into the water together and set about helping our passengers onto dry land.

To return to the island, and not to be on board the Nightingale, must have been a bitter blow for them. None showed this, however, but instead they hobbled, or ran if they were able, to join those they had recently left. Once they had greeted one another, which was done with great enthusiasm, as if they had been separated for months, they began to discuss everything they had seen: the pursuit of Smirke and Stone, the bravery of Scotland, the recovery of the silver. Although the detail of what they said was lost on me, the subjects were easily identified—thanks to the vivacious waving of arms, or melancholy head shakes.

Whenever this talk appeared to relate to the slavers hidden in the forest, there was no sign of anxiety—only a few wondering looks toward the trees, and a few fists shaken in the same direction. I took this as proof of their confidence in our bravery, and also of their estimation (which I shared) that our enemies had been so demoralized by the death of their leaders, they had no more stomach for a fight. Certainly, when I stared toward the slopes of Spyglass Hill myself, and pricked up my ears for any sound, I heard only the sigh of wind, and the occasional squawk of birds.

As for my shipmates: a few were heartless or foolish enough to think that because they were now wealthy men, nothing but good had come of our efforts; a couple even went so far as to dance on the sand, with their old caps bouncing on their heads. Others, including Bo’sun Kirkby, continued to balance their pleasure against their sadness, as I could see from the way he sometimes began to smile, then fell into a study, then smiled again.

Our captain’s death was undoubtedly one reason for this. Another, I conjectured, was the fact that he had been so used to working under a superior all his life, he was not used to taking complete command of a ship.

I suppose the same thought must suddenly have dawned on Natty, for what we said next had an uncanny symmetry.

“Bo’sun Kirkby, Mr. Tickle,” we called in unison. “Bring Scotland ashore and carry him to the stockade, then we shall make a plan.” There might have been a small difference in the last sentence, such as Natty saying, “Then we shall decide what to do”—but this was negligible. Much more important was the fact that Natty and I had both decided we must take some responsibility for our adventure. The fact that our bo’sun accepted this, which he showed by smoothing his beard and wading out to the boat immediately, seemed quite remarkable. Or rather, it seemed remarkable until I remembered that it would never have happened without the invisible authority of our two fathers. Natty and I thought we had sailed to Treasure Island to escape their influence; instead, we had found them waiting for us.

“Begging your pardon, sir,” said Mr. Tickle, straightening his cap; being made of carpet, and now wet with spray, it drooped down heavily on one side of his head. “What do you think to those other swabs? I reckon we’ve seen the last of them.”

It occurred to me that he wanted my reply to convey a captainlike sense of certainty, which I duly endeavored to give. After pausing for a moment, and squaring my shoulders, I told him the slavers were degenerates who preferred to watch us leave the island with their treasure, and take their chance as maroons, than die in opposing us. We would, I assured him, have no more trouble from them.

Mr. Tickle was evidently satisfied by this; he grinned, and patted the sword at his belt to show they would be foolish to consider any other course. “Very good, Master Jim,” he said simply, when I had finished my answer.

“Yes,” said Natty, seeming equally adamant. “We’re ready for them—ready while we go about our other …”

Without finishing her sentence, and to show she did not think our enemies worth any further thought, Natty then began directing the mates who had been our oarsmen to lift Scotland’s body from the boards of the boat. It was an awkward task, which involved a great deal of splashing and bending and adjusting, while all the time giving a proper impression of respect and sorrow. Natty and I both stood in the shallow water with our heads bowed as the men hoisted him onto their shoulders at last. I did not look into Scotland’s face as he passed me, but only saw the water dripping from his body, and the footprints of the sailors in the sand; they left very deep clear marks, owing to the weight they carried.

Our friends had collected to wait for us at the edge of the old marsh, and formed an avenue through which we passed before they fell in behind. We then proceeded inland at a stately pace and, as the pallbearers reached the entrance to the stockade, slowed down still further. At this point, I moved forward to speak to Bo’sun Kirkby and Mr. Tickle. It was not an easy thing to do, since they were both stooped under Scotland’s weight, supporting him at either shoulder; the man’s head hung down between them with his mouth open and horribly smeared with blood. To make matters worse, I realized the spot on which I was now standing was exactly where the captain had fallen. The memory made me feel the ground was screaming under my feet.

Natty came to my rescue. “This way; this way,” she said, trotting up beside me and pointing toward the graveyard that lay adjacent. It was what I should have said myself, if I had not been so bemused by the occasion—and when I looked, I could see that several of our shipmates were already standing among the old crosses and headstones, with the bodies of everyone killed in our battle, including the pirates, laid out before them. These had been brought together very quickly by our friends, who only a moment before had been watching our sea-fight from the shore. The corpses made a wretched sight, lying among the memorials to poor Tom Redruth, the sullen gamekeeper; and Joyce, shot through the head; and the Irish man O’Brien; and the others who got their rations in my father’s time. Then the slaves who had not survived their hardships, laid out in rows: I counted more than a dozen graves, including some no longer than my arm, which must have been children.

When our cortege had walked forward a few more paces, Scotland’s body was tenderly set down beside that of his wife, with the captain on his other side; the first part of our work to restore order and decency was complete. At this point a heavy silence fell, disturbed by the hiss of wind through the pine trees on the rising ground ahead of us, and the boom of the surf behind.

I shall not mention everything I might about the work we did next. It is too melancholy to remember. But I will report that we were conscientious enough to dig separate graves for Smirke and Stone, whose heads I noticed were very bloody and disfigured, having bumped across hard earth when their bodies were dragged to the graveyard. Scotland and his wife we buried together, as we knew they would have wanted. Finally, we set above each fresh mound of earth a wooden cross that was carved with a name—where we knew it.

The captain was the last we buried. By this time we had devised a little service to accompany our proceedings. Rebecca, the prisoner who could not be separated from her Good Book, and who spoke a little English, would read a passage of scripture; I would say a prayer; and the whole congregation, gathered in a ring, would give an “Amen” before those who had shovels began piling back the earth. My role in this was often difficult, since when I looked upon Smirke and Stone, and upon Jinks with his baldness and blisters, I could find very little compassion in me. They therefore went to their everlasting rest with a perfunctory hope for their life hereafter, and not much wish that it should contain the kindness they had denied to others. Monkey and old Turner, the two men I had killed myself, I did not look at.

The captain, however, I wanted to bid farewell in a way that showed the particular affection I felt for him. Although I had the eyes of some fifty people watching, I knelt beside his body and spoke to him as if he could actually hear. I thanked him for his care of us during our voyage, and for the fatherly way he had looked over me. I said I did not doubt that he had behaved with a similar generosity in the earlier parts of his life, of which I knew nothing. I promised that when we returned to England, we would give a good account of him, and seek out his friends so that we could tell them how bravely he had died.

All the while I spoke, a low murmur of assent came from everyone around me—although I dared not look at them, thinking that if I saw how much they sympathized, I would lose my self-control. I did not dare to look at the captain’s wound either, though I glimpsed it was very black and surprisingly precise in the center of his forehead. Instead, I kept my eyes fixed on his brown hair and his freckles, and the lines around his eyes that showed where he had narrowed them to stare into the weather ahead.

When I had finished my eulogy, and heard Rebecca recite her passage from the Bible, and said my prayer for his soul, I leaned forward to touch him for the last time. His cold face, then his shirtfront, where the linen still seemed to hold a little warmth. As my hand pressed down, I realized it was not his skin I was feeling through the material, but something unyielding. I did not have to think, in order to understand. It was my father’s map, which the captain still kept in its little satchel around his neck. Before I was fully aware of my own actions, my fingers had fumbled at the buttons, thinking I must recover what belonged to my father, so that I could return it to him. When my mind caught up with my instincts, I stopped. I knew the map should be buried with the captain—so that the directions it contained would not be seen again. The world would have been a happier place if Treasure Island had never been found.

No one saw what I had discovered and decided. They thought I had merely laid my hand over the captain’s heart, which in a manner of speaking I had done. As I withdrew my weight, I pulled his coat straight, then climbed to my feet and told the gravediggers to complete their work. They slid ropes beneath the captain’s body, hoisted and swung it, then lowered it slowly enough for me to watch his face sinking into the darkness. When the ropes had been pulled out again, I picked up a handful of the island’s sandy soil and threw it down—hearing it patter on the captain’s clothes with a hollow sound, like rain after a drought. With that I turned away and walked to the edge of the graveyard, where I could look on the open sea beyond the Nightingale, and contemplate the gray waves as they folded over one another.


34
The Conflagration

I REMAINED IN this state of reverie for a decent interval, which ended at last with a silent promise to the captain that I would never forget him. Then I returned to my work.

“Bo’sun Kirkby,” I said, no doubt interrupting his own private meditations at the captain’s graveside. Like the good fellow he was, he immediately stepped up to me, encouraging the rest of our shipmates to follow suit. We stood apart from the others, which I regretted since our discussion affected them directly. But they were not accustomed to determining their own fate, and I was not yet bold or considerate enough to include them.

“Begging your pardon,” said the bo’sun, using the polite phrase that nevertheless told me he knew exactly what he wanted to say and do. “Begging your pardon, sir, we need all hands on the Nightingale before sunset, in case we’ve made the wrong judgment of those villains presently hiding from us, and they decide to have another dart at us after all.”

“And in case they have another of them canoooes,” added Mr. Tickle, elongating the word to show he thought they were ridiculous contraptions. “We don’t want them boarding our beauty and sailing clear away. There’s only Mr. Allan and a handful more on board.”

Although it seemed unlikely to me that a second canoe was lain up for such use, in view of the maroons’ great idleness and complacency during their sojourn on the island, I reckoned it was wise to be cautious. I repeated my opinion that the slavers were cowards, as well as villains, and would therefore not bother us—but agreed we should take sensible precautions. Natty evidently thought the same, and now joined in.

“We must be smartish,” she said in her own voice—the one she had tried to deepen in disguise. Bo’sun Kirkby had never taken orders from a woman before, but seemed to accept that a revolution had occurred in his existence, and smiled broadly enough to show twice the number of tooth-pegs he usually revealed.

“Thank you,” he said, and with no more to-do began instructing Mr. Stevenson and Mr. Creed to divide our friends into parties of a dozen each, which would then be ferried out to the Nightingale one after the other in our jolly-boat. Mr. Tickle and Natty and I volunteered to stay on the island until everyone had been safely taken away, so that we could stand against our enemies if they proved me wrong and decided to reappear.

During all this discussion, no mention whatsoever was made of the silver, and when we would take that aboard. Common sense told me it could not easily be stolen away from us now, so might as well stay where it was until our other work was finished. The silence of the others on this subject seemed to prove they agreed—although Mr. Tickle, I saw, had removed his ingot from the jolly-boat and was carrying it with him wherever he went. When I asked him about this, he told me it was “for safe keeping,” and would be shown to Mr. Allan and the rest as proof of our good fortune when he returned to the Nightingale. All this was said with such childlike enthusiasm, I could not resent it.

My second thought was more tactical. I reckoned that because it was now toward the middle of the afternoon, we might already expect rain to be blowing in from the east—as was usually the case. But a day that had begun by refusing us any sunlight in the morning was now sparing us torrents as the evening approached. This might have been a relief, except that gray clouds and sticky wind were hardly a pleasure; we needed to finish our work as quickly as possible.

As the jolly-boat set out—with Mr. Stevenson in charge, and the remaining friends waiting as near as possible to the water, which showed how anxious they were to depart—Natty and I decided to return to the compound. This might appear strange, given how much we deplored everything that had happened there, but at the time it seemed a completely natural decision. We wanted to satisfy ourselves that recent ghosts had all been banished, and also to prove that its older specters—our fathers—had been set free.

I had already noticed in my travels across the island how its scenery seemed to change according to my mood. As we came in through the southern gate, the same thought struck me again—but more strongly. While Smirke and his crew had been the kings of their empire, everything they owned had acquired a look of significant evil. Now they were dead, even their most terrifying instruments of oppression seemed merely gimcrack. The Fo’c’sle Court, for instance, with its peculiar fan-shaped wall, its creaking chairs and jury seats, turned out to be an utterly inept piece of carpentry. When I leaned against any part of it, such a groan rose from the joints, I almost expected it to fall to the ground. I might have leaned harder and made this happen, had the sound of its imminent collapse not planted a more ambitious idea in my mind.

As we continued toward the pirates’ log house, Natty told me more about the time we had spent apart, including her miraculous descent and escape along the ravine. She said she did not want to dwell on any particulars yet, but would lead me to the places where she had suffered, since they would be eloquent enough. When I saw the scrape marks her heels had made in the soil by the “staging post,” which showed where she had struggled as Smirke threw her down or dragged her to her feet, I seized her hand and held it tightly in my own. When we reached the shack containing the distillery, and peered into its dizzying smell of rot and fermentation, I felt her faintness as if it were my own.

I had thought we might look into the log house after this, to get some idea of how the pirates had lived, and see where our fathers had made their negotiations with Squire Trelawny in the old days. But even as we stepped across the dingy little stream that ran from beneath its veranda, I felt sickened by the idea. There was such a hideous confusion of stains and gouges in the floor, and such a tide-scum of torn clothing and trinkets (including a piece of scrimshaw, that showed a naked woman sitting astride a dolphin, which I put in my pocket and still have in my possession), I could easily imagine how revolting it would be to go further.

The open door showed I was right. In so far as the greasy light allowed me to see anything, it was all suffocating squalor—the floorboards entirely buried under rubbish, the beds rancid, the air choking with the stink of sweat and alcohol. Very bizarrely, the slender branch of a tree was propped in one corner, which I think must once have been covered in blossom, and been introduced as decoration; now it was leprous with the same mold that also flowered across the roof, like a corrupt imitation of the stars that are sometimes painted on the ceiling of a chapel.

Everything I saw quickened the idea still hatching in my mind. It also explained why Natty, in a rage of disgust, pulled me away from the door and further up the slope toward the northern end of the compound. We did not need to see the quarters in which our friends had been kept—the captain had already shown me what to think of them. Instead we left the compound and followed a narrow path where fragments of black rock were scattered like coal; Natty explained it was the way she had been driven by Smirke and Stone.

There was a note of excitement in her voice, and not the dread or terror I might have expected. “Come and see! Come and see!” she called like a child, running ahead of me and sometimes brushing her hand through the tops of the bushes, until she suddenly stopped and told me to be careful. When I came up beside her, I found we were at the edge of the same ravine I had discovered on my first visit to the stockade. I planted my feet as firmly as possible on solid ground and leaned forward—far enough to see the pine tree wedged between the two walls as she had previously described it, and to feel the cold breath of the deep earth rippling against my cheek.

I also saw—and wished I had not—rags of flesh and clothing, as well as some white sticks of bone, lying on the bottom of the ravine some fifteen fathoms below. These were the remains on which Natty might have fallen—and although we both stared at them for a full minute, neither of us said a word.

In my own case, I could not think of anything to express the shock and pity I felt. As for Natty, I assumed she did not want to think about the death she had so narrowly escaped. Later, when I remembered her tight-lipped face, and set it in my mind beside the sight of her gazing at the silver on the White Rock, I thought her silence might in fact be further proof that a seam of her father’s coldness ran through her. This did not make me feel any less fascinated by her; it only made me realize that I should be open with myself about what I liked in her personality.

When we had gazed long enough, Natty and I turned to look at the Anchorage. Daylight had softened a little by now, and the first purple traces of evening enriched everything we saw—the straggling mound of Skeleton Island, which cast its shadow across the wreck of the Achilles; the feathery stump of the White Rock; the Nightingale at anchor; and the paws of wind making their scratches across the mirror of the sea. If I had not been so complacent about my safety, and so absorbed in my happiness with Natty, I should have paid more attention to the streaks of yellow that had crept into the clouds on the horizon, and realized our difficulties were not yet over.

As it was, my attention was distracted by our jolly-boat, which we could see continuing its work in the distance below. It seemed that only one group of friends, including Bo’sun Kirkby, remained to be taken on board—and because the tide was now at its lowest ebb, these had walked out as far as possible toward the retreating shoreline, where they stood waiting for their deliverance. Mr. Tickle was fussing around them like a sheepdog, keeping them compact and tidy; I could not help thinking he would have moved more nimbly if he had not been so hampered by the weight of his silver bar.

Everything about our mood and the occasion had now run down so far into quietness, it was almost a shock to hear Natty say she thought Mr. Tickle must still be anxious the slavers would suddenly appear, despite his own assurances to the contrary. I told her again I did not think this would happen, since they knew they would be hanged if they returned to old England, and would therefore prefer to take their chance on the island like Smirke and Stone and Jinks before them. Whether or not Natty agreed with me, the silence that lapped around us seemed to prove what I had said. There were no human voices in the foliage—only the metallic cries of parrots, and the chatter of small insects, and occasionally the deeper and more definite click-click of squirrels as they guarded their particular patches of ground.

After we had listened to this unpeopled noise for several minutes, which was long enough to convince Natty even more deeply that we were not in danger from the maroons, I put to her the plan I had been devising. I told her I wanted to destroy the stockade before we left the island—to burn it until it had been obliterated, and could not be revisited or even recognized. I had expected this to surprise her but she replied quite calmly.

“Why would you do that?”

“Is it not obvious?” I said. “To destroy all memory of the evil here. To make the place whole again.”

“Our fathers will be sorry,” she said.

I looked at her in astonishment. “Surely our fathers will be glad? Your father is a reformed character. Mine had no need of being reformed. Why would they want to preserve the relics of so much suffering?”

Natty hesitated for a moment, frowning as she stared down at the Anchorage and the miniature figures that remained on the shore.

“I dare say you are right,” she said eventually, her voice very gentle. “And yet we cannot destroy it entirely. We can remove the evidence but that is not the same thing. What has happened has happened, and we are a part of it. It is a part of us. Forever.”

Although Natty’s words seemed logical, and followed from what we had been saying, there was an element of mystery about them that made me turn toward her. As I did so, she pushed her hand into my hair and pulled down my face to kiss me. I felt her lips on my own, very warm and soft, and when our teeth touched there was a jolt in my brain.

“Don’t you have a reply to that?” she whispered—although her voice sounded enormous.

My heart was beating too fast for me to think clearly. “I do have a reply,” I said, hoping that I was answering the right question. “My reply is: you are right. Forever.”

“Very well, then,” Natty said, and stepped away as suddenly as she had taken hold of me, looking directly into my eyes. “Provided we are agreed about that. Forever. And yes, we should destroy the evidence. We should destroy it now.”

With that, and no more to prove what had passed between us than a smile, she led me back down the stony path toward the stockade and the shore.

When we reached Mr. Tickle, the sight of his anxious face peering into my own for orders, and perhaps even for comfort, reminded me I should concentrate on matters at hand. There would be time to study the larger horizon, and the place Natty and I might take in the world, when we were safely away from the island. When we were traveling home.

I therefore became as pragmatic as possible, and explained that our plans had changed: we would now send the last of our friends and the bo’sun ahead to the Nightingale, and ask the jolly-boat to return one last time in order to collect the three of us. The oarsmen grumbled a little when they were given this news, but soon brightened when Mr. Tickle told them they would eat well as a reward for their labors, because he had in mind “a certain piece of work” he would perform in their absence.

As soon as the boat had departed with the bo’sun and the last load of friends, Mr. Tickle led us inland through the rice fields again, and we came to the little compound that Smirke had used as a pen for animals. In the rush and confusion of the last several hours I had become so used to the sounds arising from the creatures it contained, I had stopped paying them much attention. But when these animals heard us approaching now, their voices rose to a new pitch of excitement, and made a tremendous orchestra of squeals and bleats.

When we looked over the wall of the pen, we found the maroons had been as cruel here as everywhere else: the place was crammed with emaciated things trampling hock-deep in their own filth, which included the bodies of those who had not survived their deprivations. The stink was horrible. More touching still, because more surprising, was the sight of at least a dozen doo-dahs waddling among the pigs and goats and suchlike: the subtle blue of their breast feathers had been dulled to a plain gray by the squalor in which they lived.

Mr. Tickle (who had continued to carry his silver ingot throughout this excursion) now slid his treasure into a pocket of his topcoat, where the weight of it almost pulled this garment off his shoulder; he then pressed both his hands over his nose and mouth. Although he would not remove them when he spoke, and therefore muffled everything he said, I understood him well enough. He had brought us here in the expectation of selecting some specimens to take on board as a reward for our labors, but had taken pity on everything he had seen.

I agreed with him, and did not need to look at Natty to know she would feel the same. We therefore continued to walk around the wall of the pen until we reached its gate, which I took great delight in opening, before I stood to one side and prepared to watch the creatures returning to their kingdom.

I had expected this exodus to begin with the kind of glee that makes animals dear to us. But these creatures had become so used to living in fear of their lives, they did not immediately know what to do. There was some inquisitive grunting, some doubtful bleating, and a few flouncing leaps from doo-dahs who seemed determined to remind themselves they could not fly.

By slow degrees, this randomness and uncertainty acquired a sort of purpose, whereby all the creatures fanned into a crescent inside the open gate, in order to gaze at the wide world that lay before them. None of them knew whether they were allowed to live in it. The emptiness of space seemed to hold them back. Or did, until one little pig, which must have known nothing but captivity all his life, came forward with the appearance of extreme caution, since he seemed to be walking on tiptoes, and passed before us into the wilderness.

This example persuaded the rest to follow—pigs, goats, doo-dahs, one or two geese I had not noticed in the melee, and also a curious furry creature the size of a badger, but walking upright with large baleful yellow eyes, which bounded past making a high-pitched whimpering noise. Apart from this fellow, who seemed really desperate to vanish, none of them went quickly, but rather sauntered, glancing around as if reacquainting themselves with what they had forgotten, or had only dreamed, and making occasional comments to one another.

Because the ground here had been cleared to the distance of about twenty yards, it was possible for us to watch this progress in a leisurely way, and to marvel at how nearly human it seemed. At the same time, the ties that originally bound the creatures into a kind of community gradually began to loosen, so that before they had reached the edge of the trees surrounding the compound, each one had made a particular association with its own kind—the pigs forming herds, the goats flocks, the doo-dahs a gaggle, and so on. When this had been accomplished, there was a final burst of what sounded like conversation—which it was difficult not to think must be a farewell. Then they strolled purposefully into the shadows and vanished from us.

Mr. Tickle, who had recently seemed very tenderhearted about the animals, now became less sentimental—as I discovered when I turned around to make sure the pen was entirely empty. It was not. Slumped along one wall was a middle-sized sow, apparently unable to move. On closer inspection it transpired that both her back legs had been broken, though in what way and how long ago I did not like to think. In any event, Mr. Tickle was determined she should not suffer any longer—and the knife he pulled from his belt proved we could be sure of our dinner, before Natty and I turned to the last part of our work and left him to complete his own.

This work of ours began with a hunt through the stockade to collect every scrap of loose and combustible material—logs, dried grass, sticks—which Natty and I then took turns to lean against the Fo’c’sle Court and along the sides of the two log houses. The longer we toiled in this way, the more fiercely my heart beat within me. At first I thought this must be a sign of excitement—I might almost have been a liberator about to burn the Bastille! But as I continued gathering and stacking, I realized it was anger I felt, and nothing else. Anger at what had been done in these places, anger with myself for thinking a journey to Treasure Island might have been a simple thing to undertake, and anger with my father for raising me in the shadow of stories I had not been able to resist. These were the things I wanted to destroy. These were the memories and grief I had to abolish.

We did this work so carefully, it took us almost a whole hour—and by the time we were finished, the sun was melting its first long bars of crimson along the horizon, as if encouraging us in what we were about to do. After I had stared into this cauldron for a moment, I asked Mr. Tickle to lend me the tinderbox he usually kept with him to light his pipe—and laid it against the base of the Fo’c’sle Court. I had half a mind to move at once to the log houses and repeat the action there, but Natty prevented me.

“One at a time,” she said with a slow delight, and together we stepped backward until we were leaning against the timbers of the stockade, where it abutted the graveyard. In this sense, I felt we were allowing the captain to stand alongside us, and admire our handiwork.

For a minute I saw nothing more than a plume of oily smoke twisting from the rubbish we had assembled. But just when I thought we might need to encourage it somehow, a breath of wind came from the sea and buffeted the smoke into flames. These snarled very rapidly across the bench where Jinks had made his travesty of justice, and the chair in which Smirke had sprawled with such contempt, and the dock where Stone had laid hold of the accused. It seemed the fire had a particular appetite to destroy these things—seizing the timbers and scarring them with deep black corrugations before they raged into scarlet.

By the time these flames had spread across the entire construction, the heat was tremendous—as if I were looking into an oven. The word “Mercy!” squeezed out of me, not because I wanted the fire to die down, but because it was much more furious than anything I had imagined—showering sparks and flashes and ribbons I thought might soon fly into the trees, and afterward incinerate every leaf and twig and branch and trunk on the island.

I looked out to sea, gulping a lungful of cooler air, and saw the reflection of what I had done was shaking over the Anchorage. Every wave was tipped with gold, every hollow a seething mirror. There seemed no end to the extravagance. It rippled around the boulders of the White Rock and Skeleton Island, then quivered as far as the Nightingale—so that she seemed to be tethered in fire, but unharmed—and on toward the horizon itself, where the flames were renewed in the sunset.

When I looked inland again, I found the thing I had thought was mine now had a life of its own. Several long flames had jumped from the court onto the roof of the two log houses, where they were feasting on the dirt between the pine trunks. The material we had laid against the sides was unnecessary—because the buildings themselves were so hungry for their own destruction. They seemed to will themselves to be ablaze, then wrecks, then nothing. As the roofs began to show holes, and the air rushed inside, a loud woofing roar broke out—which was the fire admitting that everything it had done so far was child’s play, and now it would show its true appetite and authority.

I thought of the tousled beds I had seen, and the blankets, and the packs of cards, and the empty tankards—all the flotsam and jetsam of the pirates, all the humdrum apparatus of their lives, that had been made sinister and frightening. I thought of how my father had stood inside those walls as a child, and Mr. Silver, while they wriggled around the truth of things, lying and making up and lying again. I thought of their clothes, long since turned to dust, and their living flesh, and saw everything vivid, and crisp, and pure for a moment, then disappearing completely.

This would have been enough for me, this ferocity of destruction. But I had not bargained on how the distillery might affect the flames. As they began to caress its walls, and jerked the latch of the door, Mr. Tickle laid a hand on my arm, and on Natty, and pulled us further down the slope until we were outside the stockade.

From here I watched the fire pause for a moment, with all its scintillating scarves, its cloaks and ruffles and laces hanging suspended, as if the body inside them were gathering its strength. Then it lunged. Then it exploded. Splinters of blazing wood, whole logs, fragments of barrel, glass and metal, a piece of wall the size of a bed: all these leaped into the air as if they weighed nothing, while a blast of scorching air rushed across our faces and burned into our lungs.

“Ah! Ah!” cried Mr. Tickle, whose face in the glow seemed almost like fire itself.

I was not sure whether this was a laugh or a cry, but I echoed it nonetheless—“Ah! Ah!”—while the debris that had been flung upward continued to hail down, some pieces sizzling on the grass of the compound, and others thudding onto the fresh earth of the graves we had dug.

I will not say that was the end of things; the fires were still burning when we turned toward the shore at last, where our jolly-boat awaited us, and stepped aboard—Natty and I with empty hands, Mr. Tickle carrying his silver. I would say, however, that it was the end of something. As we set out across the red water, the scene we watched shrinking into the distance had a strange peacefulness. The embers of the court and the log horses still glowed very fiercely, and showed the shape of how things had been. But now the shadows of trees seemed to lean forward until they were almost touching the stockade. The island was already beginning to take back the darkness that had been stolen from it.



Part VI
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THE WRECK
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We Leave the Island

THERE WAS LESS than a sea mile between the shore and the Nightingale; with our shipmates hauling strongly on the oars, the jolly-boat took us across in a matter of minutes. Brief as it was, this journey transported us from one world to another. Behind us everything was wreckage and death. When I stood foursquare on the ship again, all I could see was stoicism and life. Bo’sun Kirkby and Mr. Stevenson had arranged for several of our passengers to find quarters in the cabins below, where they were already asleep or resting. The majority, being reluctant to enter any confined space, preferred to remain on deck—where they sat, or stood, or leaned together, with their faces touched into red and gold by the fires still burning on the island.

Mr. Allan and the rest had hung lanterns in the windows of the roundhouse, and also along the yardarm, which allowed me to see that care had been taken of everyone as they came aboard. A large tin bath stood in the prow, and to judge by the amount of water slopped round about, and the number of wet footprints leading to and fro, it had already been used and refilled several times. In addition, our crew had given some articles of their own clothing to our guests, which I knew because several of those I went to greet were dressed in a strange assortment of nautical shirts and trews, as though they had been sailors all their lives. Despite the fact that the Nightingale was now very crowded, and that as I walked from prow to stern I frequently had to step across curled-up bodies, or bodies flat on their backs admiring the stars beyond our rigging, this evidence of kindness brought a sense of order to what must otherwise have been chaotic. Despite the misery still evident on so many faces, I felt the beginnings of contentment spreading among us.

As I shall soon explain, this mood turned out to be a deception—but we did our best to enjoy it, and told ourselves that our luck had changed at last, because our course was set reliably for home. This was confirmed when Mr. Tickle vanished into the galley with the carcass of the sow we had brought from the animal pen. His arrival provoked a great deal of busyness there, and the assorted cooking smells that were already drifting around the deck soon became delicious. In truth, this fragrance must have been a kind of torture for our friends, who had been kept in near starvation by Smirke, but they accepted their pain with good humor, because they knew it would soon end. One fellow I noticed, who grinned broadly as I passed him, had found our apple barrel: he held a stripped core in one hand, and a second apple already half-eaten in the other. I was surprised that others had not followed his example, and entirely finished our supply.

When Mr. Tickle reappeared, he carried his silver ingot on a tour of the whole company. His fellow shipmates showed an exceptional interest, calling it names like “my beauty,” as if it had been a pet, but the Negroes were not so fascinated. One or two gathered around to admire, but the majority remained where they were on the deck, showing that peace and quiet were more valuable to them than all the riches in the world. After a while, this judgment seemed to affect Mr. Tickle, for he gently placed his treasure on the table in the roundhouse, and left it alone there.

If anyone doubted the safety of our remaining store on the White Rock (which I admit Natty and I both did, now and again), we were easily reassured. As we waited for our meal, we wandered to the port side of the Nightingale and gazed in the direction of the little island. Its dark mass seemed to shine even when the sunset disappeared, as though the silver nestled inside its crater had suffused color and warmth throughout the surrounding stone.

When our feast arrived—with the carcass of the sow already dismembered by Mr. Allan in his galley, and the glistening pieces carried above deck on several large plates with great ceremony—a satisfied silence fell over the Nightingale. This was the sort of hush I had never expected to hear on Treasure Island, or in its vicinity, and I felt my heart swell in my chest when Bo’sun Kirkby banged his shoe on the deck and demanded our attention so that he could say grace before we began eating. As he spoke, I looked around the circle of faces, all now smoothed and softened by the light of the lanterns, and felt certain for the first time that our adventure had not been in vain.

The mood I am describing here could be called happiness, but it was mixed with sorrow about everything we had lost. Even as we found places to lean against the bulwarks of the ship, or looked across the dark water with pieces of pork shining between our fingers, it was impossible for our guests suddenly to forget their suffering, and for the rest of us to feel we had saved ourselves completely. Conversations were hushed around the lanterns, out of respect for the ghosts that hovered close to us. Songs, when they began as our meal ended, lifted into the sky above the Anchorage with more frequent reminders of sadness than joy—including one that I sang myself, which my father had taught me:


I met a maid from a far country

And she was passing fair—

The prettiest maid I ever saw

But fleeting as the air.




I walked her through the land nearby,

And showed her streams and trees

I’d known since I was just a boy—

All close and dear to me.




I saw their peace and beauty set

As clearly in her mind

As sunlight in a river’s ice

Or rain along the wind.




And still she said, “I cannot stay,”

And still she told me, “Love,

Your country is the earth below;

My own remains above.”



To judge by the height of the moon in the clouds, it could not have been much later than ten o’clock when Natty and I realized we were almost the last awake—and went toward the place we had habitually taken during our voyage, which is to say the roundhouse. Here we found Spot waiting for us in his cage; he glared at Natty with such intense interest, his pleasure at seeing her might have been mistaken for anger. Then he tipped his head on one side and seemed to murmur, “Always too late, always too late”—which to me was entirely meaningless. If Natty understood, she did not explain, but blew gently across the bars of his cage so they made a noise that was at once dull and musical, like a muted harp. Spot seemed to enjoy this, and soon began preening his feathers very contentedly.

Natty and I then took our places side by side at the little table. Most of the candles previously set there by our crew were drowned in their wax by now, though enough remained for us to see one another’s faces, and also the silver that shone between us. Natty ran her hand along its length as if she were stroking a cat.

“It’s warm,” she said, and for a moment I saw again the gleam in her face that I had noticed when we stood on the White Rock.

“Warm as blood,” I replied, which was a little theatrical of me, but showed we should not forget the price of our good fortune.

Natty then leaned backward until her head was resting against one of the curved windows of the roundhouse, and turned toward the island. Beyond the creamy waves breaking along the shore, cinders of the log houses glowed with a strange pulse as the wind rose and sank across them.

“Scotland saved my life,” she said; her voice was expressionless, as though she might be asleep.

“He did.” My reply was also soft, since I could tell that she was still wandering in the trance she had entered a few hours before; I thought in this condition she might speak more easily about things she usually kept hidden.

“Do you think he meant to sacrifice himself?” she said.

“His foot slipped,” I told her. “I saw that. He slipped as he jumped. But there’s no doubt what he meant to do—which was to save you.”

“His wife died,” Natty said, in the same empty voice.

“You mean he had nothing more to lose?”

“I do mean that,” Natty said, and swung around to face me so suddenly that the glass creaked as her head pressed it. Her eyes were wide and full of tears.

“Imagine,” she went on. “Loving a person so much, your own life is worth nothing to you.”

I did not reply to this, but placed my hand on hers, where it lay on her knee, and kept it there. The fact that she did not move away, but tightened her fingers around my own, gave me confidence to ask for the complete story of her adventures after leaving the Nightingale. Her answer was the longest speech I had ever heard her give, and by the end we were seated in complete darkness, because our candles had entirely burned down, and the moon was obscured by clouds. I could not even see the bodies sleeping on the deck all around us.

Everything Natty told me was very candid, and very affecting, and very reassuring—except that in conclusion she said Scotland had reminded her of her father. I asked in what way. “Age,” she replied. “Their age. If you cannot understand, you understand nothing.” I took this to be a reproach, although it was spoken gently—and so said nothing more, but unwound my fingers from her own and sat still for a moment, looking into the night.

Throughout our long voyage together I had avoided questioning myself about my feelings for Natty—fearing, as I have said, that it would lead me to conclusions I could not easily bear, because I could not easily act on them. Now that our adventure seemed almost finished, I indulged myself a little—by wondering whether I might lose all connection with her after we had returned to London. The thought was unendurable. I had loved her from the moment I first saw her, despite the silence I had kept. The sights we shared on our journey to Treasure Island; the revulsion we had both felt when we discovered the stockade; my jealousy of Scotland; my dread when she disappeared; my astonishment and delight when she kissed me: all these things had torn my heart open, and allowed her to occupy it. This very evening her descriptions of her imprisonment had seemed particular to me, because they allowed me to suffer with her; they had drawn me even closer to her.

Did Natty feel the same? The time for such a question would come later, I told myself, if it came at all—when we were safely home. For all that, it made me very glad when I suggested we might retire and, instead of giving me one of her cold stares, or insisting she wanted the chance to reflect on things alone, she rose very willingly, and took my hand as we walked across the deck together. It was only a short distance, but a slow and zigzag journey, since we had to pick our way carefully among the sleeping forms of our friends—some folded for warmth in one another’s arms, others lying apart and straight like corpses. When I reached the head of the companionway, I felt we had traveled a long way together.

Before disappearing belowdecks to our cabin, I looked about me for the last time. The moon had appeared again, and a breeze was sliding in from seaward, very much weaker than on previous nights, but enough to stir the trees on the island: their shiver was like water running over pebbles—very easy and gentle, which I took to be a good omen. The sky, too, now seemed to be promising an easy passage when we set sail the next day. The clouds we had seen around sunset were beginning to lift—although outlined by a distinctly greenish light, such as you might find in a sea cave.

I was about to point this out to Natty, when a voice called from the crow’s nest above us, giving the beautiful old sea-cry of the watch: “Twelve of the clock and all’s well.” It was Mr. Stevenson, who had been keeping guard while we were thinking and talking. We returned him a friendly greeting and then went below, still without the least sense of foreboding.


36
Storm Coming

OUR PLAN NEXT morning was for all our passengers and some of the crew to remain on board, while the rest of us formed what we called “the silver party”: our task was to transport the treasure from the White Rock onto the Nightingale by using the jolly-boat. It was strenuous work, but we never felt it. Neither did we care when the weather took a turn for the worse. We noticed the wind blowing colder and the waves cutting up more choppily—but stuck to our labor.

When each load of treasure came on board, it was solemnly carried belowdecks to the captain’s cabin, where Mr. Tickle’s piece joined it and everything was neatly stacked. This storage involved almost half a dozen trips, so that in the end our hoard was the size of a basking shark, which in general outline it somewhat resembled, and also in color, being mostly a dull greenish gray. Although I joined several of these journeys, and was willing to take charge of the key to the captain’s cabin, as Bo’sun Kirkby wanted me to do, I cannot say I felt any pleasure in the work. The weight of every bar dragged at my spirits, no matter how often I reminded myself that wealth would make life easier for us all.

When we had finished our work at last, another party returned to the island charged with the task of collecting more fresh food and water for our journey. They went carefully and armed since, despite my continued assurances, they feared the slavers might take this last opportunity to attack them. But on their return they admitted the most frightening sound they had heard was a sort of prickly silence—which had made them feel that perhaps they were being watched, or even haunted.

I insisted once again: our enemies had chosen to live as Robinson Crusoes, and would hope for rescue by a ship that did not know their crimes as we did. Although I said this thinking their decision was perfectly reasonable (in the sense that it could easily be justified), it shocked me nonetheless. With no shelter left in the stockade, and only one another for company, and the vegetation creeping back day after day, and the continuous pounding of surf in their ears and the scalding of sun on their heads, the future of these new maroons seemed very desperate. For my own part, I should have preferred England and the gibbet.

For this reason, it did not entirely surprise me that they decided to show themselves one final time, before we left them to their solitude. This sad episode began when Bo’sun Kirkby blew his whistle and gave orders that some of our crew must begin raising our anchor, while others should climb into the rigging and set our mainsails and topsails. As was customary, the first of these operations encouraged the singing of an old stave—which was akin to the chant they had made when we left London.


Raise the anchor yarely, boys,

Haul away;

Fresh the wind and smooth the sea,

Hip hooray.




Raise the anchor quickly, boys,

Haul away;

Wives and lassies are no more,

Well-a-day.



Just as I was thinking it was strange this song should bear so little resemblance to actual circumstances (our crew being in a place notably without wives and lassies), a hideous howling rose from the trees skirting the Anchorage. Several of us, including me and Natty, ran to the stern so that we could see what might be causing such a terrible lamentation—which was really as desolate as the grief of a suffering animal.

We soon had our explanation. No sooner was the anchor hanging at the bows, and the topsails creaking overhead, than the slavers we had marooned came bursting onto the shore of the Anchorage beyond the White Rock, still screaming at the tops of their lungs. I counted all eight of those who had fled from us the previous day, their clothes already very soiled by their concealment in the jungle, and their hair flying untidily about their faces. At first I thought they must have changed their minds about the benefits of isolation, and were begging to be taken home to face justice. But I was mistaken. Thanks to the violent waving of their arms, and oaths that reached me in snatches, I soon realized they were not piteously crying for our return, but instead furiously dismissing us—to hell, if at all possible.

My shipmates found their rumpus entertaining, and replied with loud shouts of laughter and the opinion that hell might be rather closer to Treasure Island, where they remained, than it was to England, where we were bound. No doubt they felt able to reply so confidently because by now the Nightingale was turning in the current, and moving further away from the shore with every passing second. It did strike me, however, that heaven itself might agree with all of us on board, since our sails began to draw more strongly, and our speed to increase, precisely as the slavers made clear their wishes for our future. My last sight of them was all eight lifting their shirts and coattails, or lowering their tattered trousers if they wore such things, and showing us their behinds—as if they were already part monkey, and might be preparing to clamber into the trees that provided the backdrop for their performance.

I kept my place in the stern long after they had disappeared behind the bulk of Skeleton Island; although I had not expected to fall into a reverie at such a moment, I could not help reflecting that my departure from Treasure Island was very unlike anything I had expected. Instead of congratulating myself on how well I had completed the work begun by my father, or on how I had gained wisdom through suffering, or on how I had learned a lesson in love, I thought instead about the persistence of evil, and the thousand ways in which we are likely to be disappointed when we look for a better world. To contemplate this truth after witnessing such a strange spectacle made me smile, but it felt no less urgent for its association with something ridiculous.

When I had dwelled for long enough on these miserable conclusions, which was only a minute or two, I turned to thinking how remarkable it was that no decision had yet been taken about who should be called Captain of the Nightingale. Instead, we had silently agreed that every necessary end would be reached by common consent, as if our ship were a little republic. Bo’sun Kirkby continued with the duties he knew well, which included manning the wheel. Mr. Tickle gave orders about the setting of sails. And in consultation with them both, Natty and I decided which course we should take, with Mr. Stevenson high in the rigging above us, calling down information and opinion as he thought fit. Matters involving the well-being of the Negroes were resolved by what I can only call a natural process—with some of them lending a hand about the ship, and others seizing the opportunity to do what they most needed—which was to sleep, and so begin recovering their health and strength. If this way of organizing our existence sounds utopian, I cannot apologize for it.

Because I now wished I had never visited Treasure Island, I felt a strong need to watch it disappear over the horizon. Two miles offshore, I was able to catch the entire shape in a single glance: the black cliffs at the northern end, where I had walked with the captain; the ridge of high ground along the center, climbing to the blunt summit of Spyglass Hill; and the sloping shoulder to the south, which ran toward the ruins of the stockade. I thought again of how my father had said it resembled a dragon rearing onto its hind legs, and realized he must have arrived at this comparison by staring at the map. From the angle I saw it, which was at sea level in the fitful light of late afternoon, its silhouette appeared to be the jagged mouth of a cave, in which a person might shelter from the bare sky and the bare sea—and from which they might never escape. A cave that led to the underworld, in fact.

Only when this silhouette had shrunk from being such a cave, and had become a whale, then an eye, then a splinter, did it seem safe to turn my back. As I did so, believing it would be for the last time, I preferred to think the island had not simply disappeared, but had sunk down with all its stones and trees and plants and animals until it rested on the bottom of the sea, where it would soon become sand and mud.

By this time we were less than an hour from sunset and bowling along nicely, sailing into the Caribbean Sea, with the wind directly astern and our sails full. Such smooth progress had begun to make me think that organizing a ship must be very easy, and was only made to seem difficult by men who needed to add to their authority by surrounding it with mysteries. If I had known better, I would also have understood that the greenish light I had noticed twenty-four hours earlier, and now saw burning more intensely around the fringes of a few high clouds, indicated our steady progress would not continue much longer.

The first sign that all might not be well was a sudden lowering of the sky ahead and a strange contortion in the air, as if it had been snatched and twisted like a sheet. Mr. Tickle, who had climbed into the rigging to chat with Mr. Stevenson about how soon they would be drinking in London, shouted down a warning I did not hear, because our sails had suddenly begun floundering in a series of loud wallops and shudders. The instant they saw this, and without waiting for orders, several of our shipmates, including Mr. Creed and Mr. Lawson, scrambled up the rigging to help Mr. Tickle collapse most of our canvas; very soon there was only a single topsail in place. When they had done this, and scuttled down onto the deck again, Mr. Tickle came to the roundhouse, where Natty and I had already taken shelter. Here he explained what had occurred. The wind had entirely changed direction and was now blowing directly into our faces; we noticed as he said this that the temperature of the air had dropped several degrees, and was laced with threads of rain.

I forget how Mr. Tickle ended his speech exactly—his words were probably as simple as “Storm coming.” But I knew from the stoniness of his face that it would not be an ordinary kind of blow. For all this, I did not hesitate when he asked me to come forward with him, so that we could stand together in the prow of the ship, where he would show me what he had seen. I almost wished he had not. The wind was already so powerful we both had to bend double as we went along the deck, and the noise in the rigging was like the shriek of the banshee. When we reached as far as the long nine, I found something more alarming still. The whole sky ahead had been turned into a colossal slab of slate—and apparently weighed as much as slate; where it met the sea, waves were buckling into monstrous troughs and peaks, all of them flicked by the raw light of the setting sun.

“What is it, Mr. Tickle?” I said—and then, when he did not answer, shouted, in order to make myself heard above the wind: “What does it mean?”

This time he heard but ignored me, and instead glanced back to where those of our passengers who were strong enough to remain on deck, and all our shipmates, had gathered around Bo’sun Kirkby at the wheel. Every one of them was staring in astonishment. Natty too. Her face was pressed to a circular window of the roundhouse as if she had been turned into a ghost.

“I reckon that’s a hurricane,” Mr. Tickle shouted to me at last—which was only what I had already guessed. For all that, his saying the word aloud seemed to galvanize him from the trance into which he had briefly fallen. Bellowing loudly, he summoned Mr. Lawson and Mr. Creed to come forward again, which they did with great difficulty—and then the two of them swung precariously into the rigging. Seeing them hang there, with hair tousled around their faces, and clothes blustered, made me think of flies in a cobweb, when the wind shudders through it.

“Down topsail!” Mr. Tickle trumpeted, cupping his mouth with both hands, and I saw our two shipmates thrill for the order, clinging fast to the rigging as the gale fizzed around them, and the Nightingale heaved forward through the deepening waves. Just when it seemed they might be picked from their places and flung into the clouds, the sail came down with a run, and fell half overboard among the racing foam.

Mr. Tickle remained like a rock while his orders were carried out—and was still unmovable when the men beetled down onto the deck again, and stood with their heads tilted backward to admire their handiwork. Torn fragments of charcoal sky raced overhead, all soaked though and ragged. By now the wind seemed to have risen several further notches, and the banshee wail made all speech close to impossible. But this did not deter Mr. Stevenson, who clambered down from his perch at last, and landed beside us like a bedraggled bird in his tattered old sea cloak. “Too rough for me now,” he said—or rather mouthed, and left us to decipher from the movement of his lips. Then he hooked both arms though the elbows of Mr. Creed and Mr. Lawson, and the three of them waddled astern.

When he had seen them safely berthed alongside Bo’sun Kirkby, Mr. Tickle bent toward me again and laid his lips against my ear; his wet beard wagged against my skin. “This calm weather we’ve had lately,” he said, with a doggedness that seemed remarkable in view of our circumstances. “Very useful for our purposes on land, I’m sure. But very decevious. The calm before the storm.” He then straightened and grinned at me with an air of satisfaction, as if the phrase contained a profound truth that he had discovered for himself, which I suppose he had. In any event, it showed he thought our situation had changed from good to serious in a matter of minutes, and required us to do … To do what? It is still shocking for me to remember I had not the slightest idea, and must therefore have thrown him a look of very un-captain-like vacancy.

“Begging your pardon, sir,” he said, realizing how much at a loss I felt.

I put my hand on his arm, to show I wanted him to continue.

“Begging you pardon, sir, but I’m thinking retreat might be a wiser action than advance at this point.”

“Retreat where?” I asked.

“Back the way we came,” he said, speaking slowly to show that he knew he was dealing with a child.

“To Treasure Island?”

Mr. Tickle gave a grim smile. “No, not to Treasure Island, Master Jim; that will not be far enough. We need to get ourselves beyond Treasure Island.”

I was so glad to hear this, I almost felt we would be spared any more suffering. But when I saw Mr. Tickle’s smile disappear, and watched him take his pipe from his pocket and stick it between his teeth, where he began grinding the stem as though he wanted to pulverize it, I knew better.

“Quite right,” I said, to give the impression that I had already arrived at the same conclusion myself.

“Quite right, quite right,” he repeated, making the pipe wiggle up and down between his teeth—and then, to show he forgave me my ignorance, patted me on the shoulder before running aft to speak with Bo’sun Kirkby at the wheel; his nimbleness as he did this was astonishing, since the ship was now plunging more and more wildly beneath us, and he did not seem to feel its movements at all.

I followed more slowly, making little dashes from the long-nine gun, to the mainmast, then to the second mast, clinging to each fixed thing so that I could recover some steadiness before setting off again. When I reached the roundhouse, Natty swung open the door to greet me, and I gratefully stumbled inside. As I did so, the bo’sun and Mr. Tickle began giving orders that those still on deck should get themselves stowed safely below, if they did not want to be swept overboard. I had expected everyone to obey at once, since the violence around us was now so great—but several of our passengers were very reluctant: to be shut in darkness was something they had hoped never to endure again. Only when a gigantic wave suddenly clambered over the side of the ship, saturating them all and turning the deck into a mill race, did they change their minds—several of them wailing and clasping their hands together as Mr. Creed and Mr. Lawson began to usher them out of sight.

“Take that infernal bird with you,” shouted Bo’sun Kirkby, as the rest of the crew prepared to follow behind; I decided this was not because he hated Spot, but was frightened of losing a mascot. In any event, Natty scowled—but obediently lifted the cage from its peg, covered it so that her pet would be quiet, then handed him to Mr. Stevenson. To judge by his sour expression, our Scotsman was not at all pleased to receive him. Spot himself seemed much more than disappointed, if his parting remark was any indication. “Here we go to glory!” he squawked as he vanished toward the galley. “Here we go to glory!”

With the deck now clear of anyone not lending a hand, and the minimum of sail above us, we then began the very difficult business of turning the Nightingale. We might as well have tried reshaping Nature herself. The ship seemed to buckle as she floundered into the trough between two enormous waves, with a pitiful squeal of timbers and a shiver that ran from fore to aft—and shook me with a tremor of pure fear. For a moment our fate seemed to hang in the balance, and I thought we might be battered to pieces; when I looked through the windows of the roundhouse at Bo’sun Kirkby, he seemed to be holding back the force of the ocean single-handed, with rain and spray pouring off his sea cloak as if he were standing under a waterspout, and his badger face almost collapsed with the effort of his work. But never more than almost. The Nightingale was his ship, and eventually she had no choice except to do as he wanted. With another series of mighty slaps and shudderings, and waves the size of horses galloping over our sides, we came around by slow degrees—then were suddenly free and sailing back the same way we had just traveled.

At this point Mr. Tickle took a length of rope and marched forward again, if it can be called a march when a man is clinging to every solid thing he can find, as the wind propels him. When he had fought his way beyond the mainmast he lashed himself to the long-nine gun, where he could keep a lookout for any dangers as they presented themselves. It was a brave act, and left me feeling I must also find some useful function to perform, rather than sit stupefied while others put themselves at risk. But when I suggested this to Bo’sun Kirkby, by gesticulating through the windows of the roundhouse, he shouted at me not to be a fool: I must stay put and keep Natty with me. I opened my mouth to demur as he said this, which made his usual kindness drain out of his face: he told me very sternly that we should consider ourselves lucky not to be confined with the others belowdecks, since we were young and ignorant. In a less dangerous situation I would have felt myself rebuked; things being as they were, I reckoned he was merely telling the truth. I decided I would not try his patience any further, and contented myself with peering through heavy curtains of rain as they flashed against our windows.

I say we were sailing at this point, but in truth it was more like a sort of flight, since even a ship as airy as the Nightingale could no longer skip along the surface of the sea but plunged from one abyss to another. After a few more minutes of this battering, Natty and I slithered from our bench and knelt on the floor of the roundhouse, eyes level with the sides of the ship. This might have allowed us to follow each rise and fall as if we were actually a part of the timber. But the confusion of spray and wind was now so great, and the juddering between light and dark so quick, it is more accurate to say we felt rather than saw what happened around us. Every leap forward was an immense laboring effort, followed by a dreadful moment of suspension, then a vault into empty space, then a watery crash that seemed likely to split us apart, then another colossal laboring effort.

I cannot say how long this lasted. In the same way that everything solid in nature seemed liquid and formless, so the usual connections of time were all broken apart. Nothing joined up, and nothing made sense. One minute Natty and I were jumbled together on the floor like puppets. Next we were shielding our faces as an especially fierce wave, vicious as a punch, smashed a window of the roundhouse and showered us with glass before shriveling away again. Next we were watching the silhouette of Treasure Island rip past us, with spray silvering the dismal summit of Spyglass Hill. Or rather, we thought we saw it; I could not easily believe a place that had contained so much—had given so much and taken so much—could be turned into such a quickly passing thing. Almost into nothing at all.

Perhaps it was this idea of inconsequence that began to change my mood. Or perhaps it was my sense that the Nightingale, having survived the opening salvos of the storm, would not easily be sunk by any further assaults on her. In all events, as the island disappeared behind us again, I realized I was beginning almost to enjoy our ordeal. To see Bo’sun Kirkby clasping his wheel, while such fury raved about him! To find Mr. Tickle so thoroughly drenched at his place by the long nine that he appeared to be coated in silver! I thought he must be exulting, rather than struggling for breath. I was exulting—when I should have been concentrating on humdrum things, such as how to avoid smashing my head into smithereens.

Natty was too surprised, or too frightened, to share this mood of delirium. “Have you thought?” she shouted.

“Thought what?” I replied—and felt the words torn out of my mouth.

“Have you thought what will happen when we reach the coast?” We were side by side on the floor of the roundhouse, with our backs pressed against a bench and our feet braced against the legs of the table. Sea water, blowing through our broken window, had saturated Natty’s hair, and her face was alight with it.

I gave a sort of laugh, which was no answer at all.

“The sea around us is a kind of gigantic basin,” she went on, pushing her face against my own, to make sure I could hear what she was saying. “Eventually we must come up against the edge.”

It seemed absurd for her to take this rational tone when everything about us was in uproar, and I could not help smiling. “When?” I asked her.

“How should I know when?” she snapped back, as though irritated by her own tone, as well as mine. “When we run out of sea.”

Natty’s annoyance was nothing, compared to the palaver of wind and waves, but it stung me nonetheless—and made me see that I had been so relieved to think I was escaping one kind of danger, I had not realized there might be another still to come.

“It will be Spanish America,” I said, as much to myself as Natty, and hauled onto the bench again, so that I could look toward the horizon. All my hilarity left me as suddenly as it had arrived.

“Most probably Spanish America,” said Natty. The resignation in her voice surprised me—until she added: “My father was there. My father is everywhere. Everywhere we go, we follow him.”

“We shall see,” I said, which was not helpful—but I had no appetite for wondering about fathers at that particular moment.

Natty gave me another of her fierce glances. “Think!” she shouted at me, exasperated.

But I could not think. I could only point along the deck toward Mr. Tickle. Although the Nightingale was still heaving through the water in very unsteady bounds, and sometimes flying above it altogether, my crew mate had taken it upon himself to untie the rope that lashed him to the long nine, and was attempting to move further forward into the bows. He might as well have tried to wade through a raging torrent; I expected to see him swept overboard at any moment. At the same time, I realized he must have a reason to risk death in this way—and although I could not understand what it might be, I knew I must help him.

Without saying another word to Natty, I heaved open the door of the roundhouse and stepped onto the deck. The rush of wind was immediately so enormous, it was as much as I could do to drag the door shut again, and very nearly impossible to follow where Mr. Tickle had already gone. I did not so much walk, or even stagger, along the deck, but crept. Every idea of family, or home, or love was sluiced out of me. Every memory of my father, of the river, of Natty disappeared. Not even the cries of our passengers, rising very faintly through the planks, meant what I would normally have taken them to mean. They were not sounds of fear or desperation, but merely noises. The entire world was myself, and my only wish was to continue living.


37
The Wreck of All Our Hopes

I WAS SO often flung back by the weight of water, or forced to stop and cling to whatever was handy, an effort that should have taken less than a minute took ten, each of which felt like an hour. When I had crawled as far as the mainmast, broken rigging snapped at me so I thought I might be blinded. By the long nine, a wave cracked my head against the old ammunition box and I lay dazed for a moment, while waves foamed over me in a continuous fury.

At last I came close enough to the bows for Mr. Tickle to rescue me, which he did by flinging a length of rope that caught me in a kind of lasso, before tugging me forward so I landed beside him like a flounder. His gray beard and face streamed as if they were about to dissolve. Even the bowl of his pipe had filled with water, and trembled as he spoke.

“Did you see?” he shouted.

I was confused, and did not understand what he meant. Because the last words we had exchanged had been about Treasure Island, I assumed he was asking whether I had seen its silhouette, when we had ripped past it ten or so miles back.

“I did!” I shouted back to him. “Very tiny and drowned!”

Mr. Tickle removed the pipe from between his teeth, turned it upside down to empty the water from the bowl, then clamped it back between his teeth while raising both his eyebrows. I knew from this that I had missed my mark, and gave him a foolish smile.

This made him pat me on the arm in the forgiving way he had, then point with his thumb over the prow that sheltered us. I widened my eyes, to show I was wondering whether he wanted me to look—and when he nodded, I found a way to crouch half-upright while clinging to the bulwark. I immediately had all the breath knocked out of me, with the wind slamming into me and seeming to grab my head as if it meant to crush the brains out of me. Everything sensible begged to duck down and be safe again—but with Mr. Tickle’s large hand pressing into my back, I knew I must stick at my post for a moment and tell him what he needed me to confirm.

I shielded my face and tried to find the horizon, but it kept flying away from me—a bar of darkness that one moment plunged underwater, and the next launched into the heavens. Not just a single bar of darkness, but bar upon bar, all heaped in higgledy-piggledy confusion. On the island, storms at evening had allowed the sun to set in glory, with explosions of orange and gold. But this was a different end to daylight. It seemed the sun had been entirely extinguished, and would never rise again.

Mr. Tickle was impatient for his answer, and bellowed up to me. “Well, lad, what can you see?” Once more I tried to protect my eyes, peering and squinting until I could fix a fragment of the distance. But suddenly it was not distance. The horizon was a mile away—or less than a mile. And it was not simple darkness. It was a deep-green featureless wall. No, I was mistaken again. Not featureless. As I narrowed my eyes even more tightly, I saw the shape had a spine, made of peaks and valleys. And where I saw these valleys I also found a shore, with cliffs carved out of sheer rock, all lit by plumes of white spray cascading across them.

Natty’s voice came back to me, no longer resigned as it had been, but hissing like her father. Spanish America, it said. Spanish America.

For the first time in my life I felt entirely at the mercy of the world—the idea of it made my legs crumple beneath me, so that I slumped down beside Mr. Tickle. I felt I had been asked to carry an intolerable weight. Mr. Tickle could not support it either. When I told him what I had seen, I might as well have heaped stones onto him: his face sagged and emptied. When I lolled my head against his chest, I was surprised to hear his heart still beating—loud as a kitchen clock.

I had no idea whether he understood what I said to him next—although it was nothing except a description of the coast, and an estimate that we would strike it very soon. He did not reply, and his expression did not change. I stared at him closely, willing him to speak. But again there was nothing, just the water streaming off his nose and beard. He never wiped it away. He had lost the power to feel, and even the will to care.

I took this as the final proof we could not survive. But rather than making me panic, and struggle to save myself against all odds, I accepted the idea quite calmly, as if I were a child that had been told it was bedtime. Without any exceptional sense of hurry, I looked about me with a marveling curiosity at everything I was about to leave, until even the rage of the storm seemed beautiful: the spray breaking over the prow in flowery branches; the miniature white bubbles in the water as it drained beneath my hands; the dozens of different shades of gray cloud that swirled overhead—dove gray, and pewter gray, and charcoal.

When I had done this, and with an equally steady composure, I decided I should make my peace with my Maker, and commend my soul to Him; although I had not lived an especially virtuous life, I had at least made efforts to improve my condition, and did not want to slip back at the last. I therefore said the “Nunc Dimittis” under my breath, and when I had finished, and felt the comfort of that phrase in which we hear about the servant departing in peace, I shook Mr. Tickle by the hand and called him a good brave fellow.

It will sound from this as though I had determined to stay and die where I sat, beside my friend. But in fact all my looking and praying was a kind of preparation for what I always knew must come next (and therefore last): namely, a creeping struggle back along the deck of the Nightingale with the wind raging in my face. That was where I meant to die—lying beside Natty in the roundhouse.

My journey to reach Mr. Tickle had almost exhausted me. My journey away from him was impossible—but I would not accept that. The gale screamed in my ears. Rain drove nails into my head and hands. The sky wrapped darker and darker scarves around my eyes. Waves tore at me, wrestled with one another, boiled in pools and streams. I defied them all. I defied them because I could imagine Natty waiting for me—and knew I must reach her. A few moments before, I had been concerned with my own survival above all else. Now Natty was the whole purpose of my existence.

Nothing I could do was enough. In my lookout from the prow, I had not been able to see whether any reefs lay offshore. After only two or three minutes of clambering and sliding, which brought me no closer to Natty than the mainmast, where I clung for a moment to recover my breath, I heard the sound I had dreaded. A sound like none I had heard before, but which I understood immediately. A tremendous dunch that was partly a sigh, partly a roar, and partly a scream. A hideous combination of solid and yielding. A pathetic wounding.

We had run aground. My first thought was not a thought but a question: why is there so much light on our ruin? This at least was easily answered. When I twisted my face upward, I saw the wind had entered into a conspiracy with the sea, and suddenly blown the clouds from the sky, and the rain with them, so the spectacle of the wreck lay open to the moon and stars. They glared with a fierce brilliance—clear beams shattering across the water; lying solid over the black rock on which we had foundered, which coiled out from the cliffs ahead like a gigantic eel; and shimmering on the cliffs themselves, a hundred yards off our bow. In the space of a few leaping seconds I saw the cliffs stood higher than our mainmast, with a ribbon of gulls fraying into the sky above. The narrow shore was deserted, without any sign of a path or track that might lead us to safety, or anyone to our rescue.

While I was still gazing at these cliffs, recoiling from their desolation, I heard the timbers of our hull give another pitiful groan. This time there was no delay, no suspense, only a sudden welter of disasters. The waves took their chance like wolves, and leaped furiously over the bulwarks. The prow lurched underwater, creating a great juddery bubble of air that burst with a shine that seemed luminous. And all the while, in a chorus of misery and surrender, the rigging overhead, or such strands as remained, kept up their keening as the gale tore through.

Even now, and in a way that astonished me almost as much as the storm itself, I found my brain kept to its steady course. I can only explain this by saying that I reckoned I might have no more than a few moments to live—and so was ravening for order. I was even able to notice the end of the Nightingale came in separate scenes, like the acts of a play. First she slewed around on her rocky perch, until our hull lay sideways to the main blast of the gale and parallel to the shore. Then, with a laborious slowness that felt heavy even to watch, she listed toward the land. Next I heard the last small sail at our jib ripped free of its rigging, and floundering into the waves. Next I heard the hatches burst open, which allowed the water to plunge into our hold in a hundred cataracts.

Finally, in the fifth act, our terrified passengers began to appear on deck, all carved with deep and shivering shadows. Some were dumbstruck as they crawled forward, and found a boom or a rope where they might cling, and hang, and await their fate. Some railed at the tops of their voices, protesting they could not believe a just God would persist in treating them so harshly. All were immediately soused, and with the moonlight twisting across them resembled maggots on a corpse.

And here I have a confession to make, as well as a scene to paint. I knew I should help my fellow sufferers, but I did not. Not even to show the least respect and kindness. I ignored them. I pushed past them, in fact, and pretended not to feel the fingers that grasped at me, or to hear the voices that clamored. When I came to Rebecca, who was pointing toward the whizzing sky with one hand, while the other pressed her Bible to her breast, I saw a puzzlement that cut me very deep—yet made no impression. My whole heart and mind was fixed elsewhere. Fixed on Natty.

But I had lost sight of her—and when I peered ahead to the roundhouse I thought she must already have been taken from me. The door swung wildly, and wave after wave gushed through the empty window frame. As these torrents shrank away through the bilges, making a hideous sucking noise like a huge breath drawn endlessly inward, the ship rose a little from the reef. Rose, and hesitated, and sent a curious shudder along her whole length. This was the moment of decision, though not controlled by any human power. When it passed, the Nightingale settled back onto the reef with an immense sigh, before very suddenly collapsing onto her side; the angle was so steep, everything and everyone on deck was immediately tipped into the water.

It is an easy sentence to write, but a dreadful thing to record. I heard voices shrieking as they fell, saw arms and legs scrabbling for purchase and finding none, felt the thud of bones against wood, skulls against skulls, and in a blurred glance found our entire little world had been flung aside. Bo’sun Kirkby I saw, torn from the wheel, with his mouth wide open in a scream that showed all the pegs of his teeth. And Mr. Tickle I saw, with his brave red cap finally dashed from his white head. And Mr. Allan, who seemed to be clutching a spoon. And Mr. Stevenson, who had somehow found a way into the captain’s cabin and taken a bar of silver; he held this with straight arms as he skidded into the waves, so the weight would accelerate his journey to the bottom of the sea. “I cannot swim, I cannot swim,” he called in his gentle brogue, and then disappeared.

As for me, I should consider myself lucky to be the witness of these things, because I am their survivor. For the plain fact of the matter is this: our upending began when I had dragged myself close to the mainmast, and as it continued I was caught in a spider’s web of rigging. Whether I wished it or not, I was snagged and held. I struggled at first, thinking I would be dragged underwater and drowned, but in fact the ropes supported me. This meant I was able to lie in a sort of cradle as my companions slithered into the sea—able to lie; able to turn; and able to search for Natty with a last desperate scouring—and miraculously to find her. As suddenly as if I had actually invented her, I saw her hurtle through a window of the roundhouse with her arms crossed over her face. She bounced on the deck like a toy made of Indian rubber. She ricocheted into the waves. She sank, then immediately shot back to the surface, where I saw her face clenched in what seemed to be fury. She sank again and I saw her no more.

I writhed in my trap of ropes, kicking with my legs until I was free enough to wriggle around and follow. But follow where, exactly? Even with the moonlight falling in a steady wash, the surface of the sea was now so churned with arms and legs and heads and whole bodies and ropes and barrels and pieces of clothing and spars of wreckage, it was impossible to be sure exactly where she had vanished. But this did not deter me—how could it, when the thing I most valued in the world was on the point of leaving it? I marked a spot which I thought might be her place—a few of our apples had collected there, looking as red as starfish in the white spume. I took as large a breath as I could, and dived down.

The quiet that followed was uncanny. After the screams, and the curses of some men, and the prayers of others, and the continuous boom of the wind, and the crash of the waves, there was only the drum of my pulse, and the gurgle of bubbles as they trickled up from my lips and across my face. Could I see anything? Darkness. Could I feel anything? Only the soft nudging of flesh that I burrowed past into deeper water.

Nothing. When I burst to the surface again I struggled wildly, attempting to gauge by my distance from this piece of jagged timber, or that rag of sailcloth, how far I had drifted from the spot I had tried to hit. But the sea does not allow precise calculations of this sort. Everything drifts—as I remembered Natty and I had said to one another, after the death of Jordan Hands. Nowhere remains steady. All I could do was dive again, and then again, and then again, with each plunge more desperate than the last.

Whenever I swam beneath the waves, I might as well have been blundering through a dream. When my head was above water, and I was gasping to fill my lungs again, my dream became a vision of hell itself. There was never a trace of Natty—only devastation, revealed by flashes of moonlight. At one point I saw Spot, still in his cage, dragged in a cartwheel as the current bowled him through the foam; his small wings raggedly opened and closed, but there was no life in them. At another I found Mr. Tickle and Bo’sun Kirkby, their limp bodies snared in the ropes of a cross-mast. Mr. Allan I noticed, still alive. “Stay there, old girl,” he was calling, speaking to the Nightingale as his arms flailed to keep himself afloat. “Stay there and we’ll come and empty you.” His voice was full of foam, and his words bubbled.

In my fifth or sixth dive I was able to stay underwater for no more than a few seconds at a time. After that, my efforts were pure instinct, and had nothing to do with hope or reason. I was certain I had lost Natty. If my heart had not been frozen already, it would have broken there and then.

This is when I surrendered to the forces of the world. When it did not matter to me any longer whether I sank or swam, breathed air or water, lived or died. I was not even concerned to notice the storm, still less the moon sailing above me, or the stars. Sleep was all I wanted; or rather indifference; or rather unconsciousness. I therefore let the waves turn me onto my back, and spread my arms and legs wide so the current would take me wherever it chose.

My preference (supposing I had the will to make any choice at all) was for oblivion. My fate, which the numbness of my mind and body allowed me to understand only very gradually, was to live.

To survive, at any rate. For while others struggled and died in the lee of the ship, I was lifted and carried—swept away from the furious battering of the waves, and along the edge of the reef which had been our undoing, until I was brought into a stretch of water that lay cradled between a crescent of rock and the shore.

I did not immediately see what sort of place it was, or what a safe harbor it must be. But as warmth and stillness restored feeling to my body, as well as wits to my head, I began to realize that within this shelter the sea was calm as a lake. Like a man raised from the grave, I lifted my head and looked about me. On my left, a hundred yards out to sea yet apparently in a different world, I saw moonlit waves continuing to pound the Nightingale—as remote as if she were an etching on glass. Looming close on my right were the black cliffs I had thought entirely featureless, but which I now saw were incised with little paths here and there, which had steps cut ingeniously into the stone, and handrails made of rope. At their foot lay a narrow and gently sloping beach. As I continued to float toward it, I heard waves that were really no more than ripples, making a peaceful silvery clatter.

I had been saved, as surely as if the sea itself had chosen me. I had been saved—along with another who was already waiting on the shore. I could not tell who this was, only that they appeared slim and youthful; the head was covered with a shawl and the face was invisible. When I had drifted closer still, and felt my shoulders brush against smooth stones, this figure lifted one hand in a solemn salute and a voice spoke. “Are you there, Jim?” it said, with a sweet note I recognized. “Is it you?”
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Introduction

First published over one hundred years ago, in 1883, Treasure Island has made a continuous and very strong appeal to readers who enjoy a ‘boy’s adventure story’. And not only that. In recent time its audience has widened to a startling degree – within the space of a few months in 2011–12 it provoked a new blockbuster TV serial (not to mention those pirates of the Caribbean it had already helped to inspire), a scholarly article featured on the front page of the Times Literary Supplement, and my own ‘Return to Treasure Island’, Silver. It is difficult to think of any other writer from our islands, apart from Dickens and Shakespeare, who commands such a large, diverse and fascinated audience.

How does Stevenson do it? What is the secret of his success? A part of the explanation has to do with his genius for dramatising (in the years immediately before Freud began working) recurrent psychological archetypes. This is true of most of his best-known books. But whereas Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1886) articulates these archetypes very clearly and – for all its narrative excitements – sets a debate about good and evil at the centre of the action, Treasure Island makes all such considerations defer to the story. It embeds them within events to a greater depth; it has a less obvious thesis.

Stevenson took several of his main ingredients for Treasure Island from other people: Washington Irving, W.H.G. Kingston, Daniel Defoe, Captain Frederick Marryat were among several authors he plundered (cheerfully admitting in his essay ‘My First Story’ that ‘plagiarism was rarely carried further’); Charles E. Pearce, as John Sutherland has recently pointed out, was yet another that he kept quiet about. From time to time critics have cited these borrowings as a way of undermining the reputation of the novel – of making it seem second-hand. In fact something like the opposite is true. Stevenson lifted parts of his story from here and there not because he felt incapable of writing something original himself, but because he wanted to collect all the elements essential to the kind of narrative he had in mind, and bring them together in one place. It was a calculated attempt to create an archetype – and the book’s reception proves that he succeeded.

Many of these borrowings were chosen to provide the deep structure and the incidental details of an adventure yarn: an innocent boy among villainous buccaneers, a treasure map and a treasure island, concealment in an apple barrel, a nearly-lunatic wild man (Ben Gunn), a skeleton used as a signpost: all these things have precedents in earlier stories. As they are blended with Stevenson’s original contributions, and animated by the marvellously vivid simplicity of his style, they create a narrative that moves at breakneck speed, allows for very little in the way of retrospection, and is jam-packed with different kinds of violence (amputation, tramplings, shootings, knifings) and different kinds of suspense (of arrival, discovery, recovery and departure).

The drama is made especially intense – and also given another sort of cohesion – because Stevenson continually reminds us that every character in the book is surrounded by the potential for misunderstanding. Although the geography of the novel is very confined (a pub, a ship, a small island) its inhabitants are always discovering ways in which they don’t have the same principles and experience as one another. Not surprisingly, this is usually demonstrated by their actions. But it is also anticipated and reflected in the different ways they speak. Fault- lines run between Jim’s boy-language, which we are asked to imagine narrates most of the book, and the Doctor’s more adult voice that tells the middle part of the story. Others exist between these lucid and well-to-do voices, and pirate language (which is generally very dense and peculiar); between various kinds of familiar language, and deranged language (as spoken by Ben Gunn); and between landlubbers’ language, and technical language (as used by sailors especially). In their various ways, all these differences contribute not just to our sense of division between and among the main players, but to the air of excited puzzlement that envelops the entire novel.

These structures of misunderstanding are part of a deeper pattern that simultaneously holds the book together and drives it forward. This pattern is essentially to do with uncertainty. The most obvious kind revolves around the questions that give the book its main narrative thrust: will the ship reach the island safely, will the pirates overwhelm the Doctor et al, will the treasure still be there, will ‘the right people’ lift it, will they make it back to England in one piece?

These questions are compelling – they keep us turning the pages – but they are also hooks from which other and more subtle doubts depend (these constitute the psychological archetype, if you like). The doubt, for instance, that exists about the difference between what a person says and what a person thinks (the duplicity of the pirates is the obvious case in point). Or the difference between the authority a person wields in life and the control they might continue to exert after death (the pirates, in particular, are regularly troubled by the thought that Captain Flint can shape their ends from beyond the grave). Or the difference between what is sympathetic (because it shows a humanity common to all) and what is menacing (because it is violently selfish).

All these things are presented to us most powerfully in the figure of Long John Silver. He is certainly the most devious, and possibly the most powerful character in the narrative. Appropriately he is also the one whose menace and poignancy are most complicatedly entwined. Think of him, for instance, at the end of the scene in which he bargains with the captain in the compound, and is sent packing:


‘Give me a hand up!’ he cried

‘Not I,’ returned the captain.

‘Who’ll give me a hand up?’ he roared.




Not a man among us moved. Growling the foulest imprecations, he crawled along the sand untill he got hold of the porch and could hoist himself again upon his crutch. Then he spat into the spring.



The mixed feelings elicited by this scene run in parallel to others provoked by the book’s most tangled relationship – that between Silver and Jim. As Silver himself realises, and acknowledges more openly than Jim is willing or able to do, they have certain things in common, despite their manifest differences in age, experience, and moral disposition. That’s to say, they are both bent on discovering the treasure buried on the island. And although the novel ends with Jim roundly praised as the hero of the hour, whose own moments of madness have all turned out to be of benefit to his party, this approval rings less loudly in our ears than Silver’s estimation of him, ‘I’ve always liked you, I have, for a lad of spirit, and the picter of my own self when I was young and handsome.’ It is Silver who clarifies the common purpose of each and every one on board the Hispaniola, ‘you’re all gentlemen o’fortune, by your account’, and also that he and Jim are bound together by a mutual obligation, ‘I’ll save your life—if so be as I can—from them. But, see here, Jim—tit for tat—you save Long save Long John from swinging.’

As if in recognition of these ambiguities, over-lappings and resemblances, Stevenson does indeed allow Silver to escape the gallows: he hops off into Spanish America with ‘one of the sacks of coin, worth, perhaps, three or four hundred guineas, to help him on his further wanderings’. His disappearance, combined with the safe return of the ‘Hispaniola’ to England, and the equitable dispersal of the treasure, seems to settle all the tensions that have dominated (and in a sense actually created) the story.

At the same time, it leaves one question hanging in the air unanswered: Silver’s question. Were Jim, the Captain, the doctor, the Squire and their apparently virtuous colleagues right to go after the treasure as they did? Although not murderous and slippery like their crew, were they in fact contaminated by the same greed and (as we would call it these days) materialism? The ripples of these thoughts travel a long way, and soon touch other questions about imperialism, oppression and domination. They mean that before long we are no longer looking at the silhouette of Treasure Island from the deck of the ‘Hispaniola’, but standing beside Charles Marlow in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, staring at the Congo wilderness.

Andrew Motion, 2012





TO THE HESITATING PURCHASER


If sailor tales to sailor tunes,

    Storm and adventure, heat and cold,

If schooners, islands, and maroons

    And Buccaneers and buried Gold,

And all the old romance, retold

    Exactly in the ancient way,

Can please, as me they pleased of old,

    The wiser youngsters of today:




– So be it, and fall on! If not,

    If studious youth no longer crave,

His ancient apetites forgot,

    Kingston, or Ballantyne the brave,

Or Cooper of the wood and wave.

    So be it, also! And may I

And all my pirates share the grave

    Where these and their creations lie!







TO LLOYD OSBOURNE



An American gentleman in accordance with whose classic taste the following narrative has been designed, it is now, in return for numerous delightful hours and with the kindest wishes, dedicated by his affectionate friend

THE AUTHOR
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PART I

The Old Buccaneer




CHAPTER I
The Old Sea-Dog at the “Admiral Benbom”

SQUIRE TRELAWNEY, Dr Livesey, and the rest of these gentlemen, having asked me to write down the whole particulars about Treasure Island, from the beginning to the end, keeping nothing back but the bearings of the island, and that only because there is still treasure not yet lifted, I take up my pen in the year of grace 17—, and go back to the time when my father kept the “Admiral Benbow” inn, and the brown old seaman, with the sabre-cut, first took up his lodging under our roof.

I remember him as if it were yesterday, as he came plodding to the inn-door, his sea-chest following behind him in a hand-barrow; a tall, strong, heavy, nut-brown man; his tarry pigtail falling over the shoulders of his soiled blue coat; his hands ragged and scarred, with black, broken nails; and the sabre-cut across one cheek, a dirty, livid white. I remember him looking round the cove and whistling to himself as he did so, and then breaking out in that old sea-song that he sang so often afterwards:


“Fifteen men on the dead man’s chest –

Yo-ho-ho, and a bottle of rum!”



in the high, old tottering voice that seemed to have been tuned and broken at the capstan bars. Then he rapped on the door with a bit of stick like a handspike that he carried, and when my father appeared, called roughly for a glass of rum. This, when it was brought to him, he drank slowly, like a connoisseur, lingering on the taste, and still looking about him at the cliffs and up at our signboard.

“This is a handy cove,” says he, at length; “and a pleasant sittyated grog-shop. – Much company, mate?”

My father told him no – very little company, the more was the pity.

“Well then,” said he, “this is the berth for me. – Here you, matey,” he cried to the man who trundled the barrow; “bring up alongside and help up my chest I’ll stay here a bit,” he continued. “I’m a plain man; rum and bacon and eggs is what I want, and that head up there for to watch ships off. – What you mought call me? You mought call me captain. Oh, I see what you’re at – there;” and he threw down three or four gold pieces on the threshold. “You can tell me when I’ve worked through that,” says he, looking as fierce as a commander.

And, indeed, bad as his clothes were, and coarsely as he spoke, he had none of the appearance of a man who sailed before the mast; but seemed like a mate or skipper, accustomed to be obeyed or to strike. The man who came with the barrow told us the mail had set him down the morning before at the “Royal George”; that he had inquired what inns there were along the coast, and hearing ours well spoken of, I suppose, and described as lonely, had chosen it from the others for his place of residence. And that was all we could learn of our guest.

He was a very silent man by custom. All day he hung round the cove, or upon the cliffs, with a brass telescope; all evening he sat in a corner of the parlour next the fire, and drank rum and water very strong. Mostly he would not speak when spoken to; only look up sudden and fierce, and blow through his nose like a fog-horn; and we and the people who came about our house soon learned to let him be. Every day, when he came back from his stroll, he would ask if any seafaring men had gone by along the road. At first we thought it was the want of company of his own kind that made him ask this question; but at last we began to see he was desirous to avoid them. When a seaman put up at the “Admiral Benbow” (as now and then some did, making by the coast road for Bristol), he would look in at him through the curtained door before he entered the parlour; and he was always sure to be as silent as a mouse when any such was present. For me, at least, there was no secret about the matter; for I was, in a way, a sharer in his alarms. He had taken me aside one day, and promised me a silver fourpenny on the first of every month if I would only keep my “weather-eye open for a seafaring man with one leg”, and let him know the moment he appeared. Often enough, when the first of the month came round, and I applied to him for my wage, he would only blow through his nose at me, and stare me down; but before the week was out he was sure to think better of it, bring me my fourpenny-piece, and repeat his orders to look out for “the seafaring man with one leg”.

How that personage haunted my dreams I need scarcely tell you. On stormy nights, when the wind shook the four corners of the house, and the surf roared along the cove and up the cliffs, I would see him in a thousand forms, and with a thousand diabolical expressions. Now the leg would be cut off at the knee, now at the hip; now he was a monstrous kind of a creature who had never had but the one leg, and that in the middle of his body. To see him leap and run and pursue me over hedge and ditch was the worst of nightmares. And altogether I paid pretty dear for my monthly fourpenny-piece, in the shape of these abominable fancies.

But though I was so terrified by the idea of the seafaring man with one leg, I was far less afraid of the captain himself than anybody else who knew him. There were nights when he took a deal more rum and water than his head would carry; and then he would sometimes sit and sing his wicked old wild sea-songs, minding nobody; but sometimes he would call for glasses round, and force all the trembling company to listen to his stories or bear a chorus to his singing. Often I have heard the house shaking with “Yo-ho-ho, and a bottle of rum”; all the neighbours joining in for dear life, with the fear of death upon them, and each singing louder than the other, to avoid remark. For in these fits he was the most overriding companion ever known; he would slap his hand on the table, for silence all round; he would fly up in a passion of anger at a question, or sometimes because none was put, and so he judged the company was not following his story. Nor would he allow any one to leave the inn till he had drunk himself sleepy and reeled off to bed.

His stories were what frightened people worst of all. Dreadful stories they were; about hanging, and walking the plank, and storms at sea, and the Dry Tortugas, and wild deeds and places on the Spanish Main. By his own account he must have lived his life among some of the wickedest men that God ever allowed upon the sea; and the language in which he told these stories shocked our plain country people almost as much as the crimes that he described. My father was always saying the inn would be ruined, for people would soon cease coming there to be tyrannised over and put down, and sent shivering to their beds; but I really believe his presence did us good. People were frightened at the time, but on looking back they rather liked it; it was a fine excitement in a quiet country life; and there was even a party of the younger men who pretended to admire him, calling him a “true sea-dog”, and a “real old salt”, and suchlike names, and saying there was the sort of man that made England terrible at sea.

In one way, indeed, he bade fair to ruin us; for he kept on staying week after week, and at last month after month, so that all the money had been long exhausted, and still my father never plucked up the heart to insist on having more. If ever he mentioned it, the captain blew through his nose so loudly that you might say he roared, and stared my poor father out of the room. I have seen him wringing his hands after such a rebuff, and I am sure the annoyance and the terror he lived in must have greatly hastened his early and unhappy death.

All the time he lived with us the captain made no change whatever in his dress but to buy some stockings from a hawker. One of the cocks of his hat having fallen down, he let it hang from that day forth, though it was a great annoyance when it blew. I remember the appearance of his coat, which he patched himself upstairs in his room, and which, before the end, was nothing but patches. He never wrote or received a letter, and he never spoke with any but the neighbours, and with these, for the most part, only when drunk on rum. The great sea-chest none of us had ever seen open.

He was only once crossed, and that was towards the end, when my poor father was far gone in a decline that took him off. Dr Livesey came late one afternoon to see the patient, took a bit of dinner from my mother, and went into the parlour to smoke a pipe until his horse should come down from the hamlet, for we had no stabling at the old “Benbow”. I followed him in, and I remember observing the contrast the neat, bright doctor, with his powder as white as snow, and his bright black eyes and pleasant manners, made with the coltish country folk, and above all, with that filthy, heavy, bleared scarecrow of a pirate of ours, sitting far gone in rum, with his arms on the table. Suddenly he – the captain, that is – began to pipe up his eternal song:


“Fifteen men on the dead man’s chest –

Yo-ho-ho, and a bottle of rum!

Drink and the devil had done for the rest –

Yo-ho-ho, and a bottle of rum!”



At first I had supposed “the dead man’s chest” to be that identical big box of his upstairs in the front room, and the thought had been mingled in my nightmares with that of the one-legged seafaring man. But by this time we had all long ceased to pay any particular notice to the song; it was new, that night, to nobody but Dr Livesey, and on him I observed it did not produce an agreeable effect, for he looked up for a moment quite angrily before he went on with his talk to old Taylor, the gardener, on a new cure for the rheumatics. In the meantime, the captain gradually brightened up at his own music, and at last flapped his hand upon the table before him in a way we all knew to mean – silence. The voices stopped at once, all but Dr Livesey’s; he went on as before, speaking clear and kind, and drawing briskly at his pipe between every word or two. The captain glared at him for a while, flapped his hand again, glared still harder, and at last broke out with a villainous, low oath: “Silence, there, between decks!”

“Were you addressing me, sir?” says the doctor; and when the ruffian had told him, with another oath, that this was so, “I have only one thing to say to you, sir,” replies the doctor, “that if you keep on drinking rum, the world will soon be quit of a very dirty scoundrel!”

The old fellow’s fury was awful. He sprang to his feet, drew and opened a sailor’s clasp-knife, and, balancing it open on the palm of his hand, threatened to pin the doctor to the wall.

The doctor never so much as moved. He spoke to him, as before, over his shoulder, and in the same tone of voice; rather high, so that all the room might hear, but perfectly calm and steady:

“If you do not put that knife this instant in your pocket, I promise, upon my honour, you shall hang at next assizes.”

Then followed a battle of looks between them but the captain soon knuckled under, put up his weapon, and resumed his seat, grumbling like a beaten dog.

“And now, sir,” continued the doctor, “since I now know there’s such a fellow in my district, you may count I’ll have an eye upon you day and night. I’m not a doctor only; I’m a magistrate; and if I catch a breath of complaint against you, if it’s only for a piece of incivility like tonight’s, I’ll take effectual means to have you hunted down and routed out of this. Let that suffice.”

Soon after Dr Livesey’s horse came to the door, and he rode away; but the captain held his peace that evening, and for many evenings to come.


CHAPTER II
Black Dog appears and disappears

IT WAS NOT very long after this that there occurred the first of the mysterious events that rid us at last of the captain, though not, as you will see, of his affairs. It was a bitter cold winter, with long, hard frosts and heavy gales; and it was plain from the first that my poor father was little likely to see the spring. He sank daily, and my mother and I had all the inn upon our hands; and were kept busy enough, without paying much regard to our unpleasant guest.

It was one January morning, very early – a pinching, frosty morning – the cove all grey with hoar-frost, the ripple lapping softly on the stones, the sun still low and only touching the hill-tops and shining far to seaward. The captain had risen earlier than usual, and set out down the beach, his cutlass swinging under the broad skirts of the old blue coat, his brass telescope under his arm, his hat tilted back upon his head. I remember his breath hanging like smoke in his wake as he strode off, and the last sound I heard of him, as he turned the big rock, was a loud snort of indignation, as though his mind was still running upon Dr Livesey.

Well, mother was upstairs with father; and I was laying the breakfast-table against the captain’s return, when the parlour door opened, and a man stepped in on whom I had never set my eyes before. He was a pale, tallowy creature, wanting two fingers of the left hand; and, though he wore a cutlass, he did not look much like a fighter. I had always my eye open for seafaring men, with one leg or two, and I remember this one puzzled me. He was not sailorly, and yet he had a smack of the sea about him too.

I asked him what was for his service, and he said he would take rum; but as I was going out of the room to fetch it he sat down upon a table and motioned me to draw near. I paused where I was with my napkin in my hand.

“Come here, sonny,” says he. “Come nearer here.”

I took a step nearer.

“Is this here table for my mate Bill?” he asked, with a kind of leer.

I told him I did not know his mate Bill; and this was for a person who stayed in our house, whom we called the captain.

“Well,” said he, “my mate Bill would be called the captain, as like as not. He has a cut on one cheek, and a mighty pleasant way with him, particularly in drink, has my mate Bill. We’ll put it, for argument like, that your captain has a cut on one cheek – and well put it, if you like, that that cheek’s the right one. Ah, well I told you. Now, is my mate Bill in this here house?”

I told him he was out walking.

“Which way, sonny? Which way is he gone?”

And when I had pointed out the rock, and told him how the captain was likely to return, and how soon, and answered a few other questions, – “Ah,” said he, “this’ll be as good as drink to my mate Bill.”

The expression of his face as he said these words was not at all pleasant, and I had my own reasons for thinking that the stranger was mistaken, even supposing he meant what he said. But it was no affair of mine, I thought; and, besides, it was difficult to know what to do. The stranger kept hanging about just inside the inn-door, peering round the corner like a cat waiting for a mouse. Once I stepped out myself into the road, but he immediately called me back, and, as I did not obey quick enough for his fancy, a most horrible change came over his tallowy face, and he ordered me in, with an oath that made me jump. As soon as I was back again he returned to his former manner, half-fawning, half-sneering, patted me on the shoulder, told me I was a good boy, and he had taken quite a fancy to me. “I have a son of my own,” said he, “as like you as two blocks, and he’s all the pride of my ‘art. But the great thing for boys is discipline, sonny – discipline. Now, if you had sailed along of Bill, you wouldn’t have stood there to be spoke to twice – not you. That was never Bill’s way, nor the way of sich as sailed with him. – And here, sure enough, is my mate Bill, with a spy-glass under his arm, bless his old ’art, to be sure. You and me’ll just go back into the parlour, sonny, and get behind the door, and we’ll give Bill a little surprise – bless his ’art, I say again.”

So saying, the stranger backed along with me into the parlour, and put me behind him in the corner, so that we were both hidden by the open door. I was very uneasy and alarmed, as you may fancy, and it rather added to my fears to observe that the stranger was certainly frightened himself. He cleared the hilt of his cutlass and loosened the blade in the sheath; and all the time we were waiting there he kept swallowing as if he felt what we used to call a lump in the throat.

At last in strode the captain, slammed the door behind him, without looking to the right or left, and marched straight across the room to where his breakfast awaited him.

“Bill,” said the stranger, in a voice that I thought he had tried to make bold and big.

The captain spun round on his heel and fronted us; all the brown had gone out of his face, and even his nose was blue; he had the look of a man who sees a ghost, or the evil one, or something worse, if anything can be; and, upon my word, I felt sorry to see him, all in a moment, turn so old and sick.

“Come, Bill, you know me; you know an old shipmate, Bill, surely,” said the stranger.

The captain gave a sort of gasp.

“Black Dog!” said he.

“And who else?” returned the other, getting more at his ease. “Black Dog as ever was, come for to see his old shipmate Billy, at the “Admiral Benbow” inn. Ah, Bill, Bill, we have seen a sight of times, us two, since I lost them two talons,” holding up his mutilated hand.

“Now, look here,” said the captain; “you’ve run me down; here I am; well, then, speak up: what is it?”

“That’s you, Bill,” returned Black Dog, “you’re in the right of it, Billy. I’ll have a glass of rum from this dear child here, as I’ve took such a liking to; and we’ll sit down, if you please, and talk square, like old shipmates.”

When I returned with the rum, they were already seated on either side of the captain’s breakfast-table – Black Dog next to the door, and sitting sideways, so as to have one eye on his old shipmate, and one, as I thought, on his retreat.

He bade me go, and leave the door wide open. “None of your keyholes for me, sonny,” he said; and I left them together, and retired into the bar.

For a long time, though I certainly did my best to listen, I could hear nothing but a low gabbling; but at last the voices began to grow higher, and I could pick up a word or two, mostly oaths, from the captain.

“No, no, no, no; and an end of it!” he cried once. And again, “If it comes to swinging, swing all, say I.”

Then all of a sudden there was a tremendous explosion of oaths and other noises – the chair and table went over in a lump, a clash of steel followed, and then a cry of pain, and the next instant I saw Black Dog in full flight, and the captain hotly pursuing, both with drawn cutlasses, and the former streaming blood from the left shoulder. Just at the door, the captain aimed at the fugitive one last tremendous cut, which would certainly have split him to the chine had it not been intercepted by our big signboard of Admiral Benbow. You may see the notch on the lower side of the frame to this day.

That blow was the last of the battle. Once out upon the road, Black Dog, in spite of his wound, showed a wonderful clean pair of heels, and disappeared over the edge of the hill in half a minute. The captain, for his part, stood staring at the signboard like a bewildered man. Then he passed his hand over his eyes several times, and at last turned back into the house.

“Jim,” says he, “rum!” and as he spoke he reeled a little, and caught himself with one hand against the wall.

“Are you hurt?” cried I.

“Rum,” he repeated. “I must get away from here. Rum! Rum!”

I ran to fetch it; but I was quite unsteadied by all that had fallen out, and I broke one glass and fouled the tap, and while I was still getting in my own way, I heard a loud fall in the parlour, and, running in, beheld the captain lying full-length upon the floor. At the same instant my mother, alarmed by the cries and fighting, came running downstairs to help me. Between us we raised his head. He was breathing very loud and hard; but his eyes were closed, and his face a horrible colour.

“Dear, deary me,” cried my mother, “what a disgrace upon the house! And your poor father sick!”

In the meantime, we had no idea what to do to help the captain, nor any other thought but that he had got his death-hurt in the scuffle with the stranger. I got the rum, to be sure, and tried to put it down his throat; but his teeth were tightly shut, and his jaws as strong as iron. It was a happy relief for us when the door opened and Dr Livesey came in, on his visit to my father.

“Oh, doctor,” we cried, “what shall we do? Where is he wounded?”

“Wounded? A fiddle-stick’s end!” said the doctor. “No more wounded than you or I. The man has had a stroke, as I warned him. – Now, Mrs Hawkins, just you run upstairs to your husband, and tell him, if possible, nothing about it. For my part, I must do my best to save this fellow’s trebly worthless life; and Jim here will get me a basin.”

When I got back with the basin, the doctor had already ripped up the captain’s sleeve, and exposed his great sinewy arm. It was tattooed in several places. “Here’s luck”, “A fair wind”, and “Billy Bones his fancy”, were very neatly and clearly executed on the forearm; and up near the shoulder there was a sketch of a gallows and a man hanging from it – done, as I thought, with great spirit.

“Prophetic,” said the doctor, touching this picture with his finger. “And now, Master Billy Bones, if that be your name, we’ll have a look at the colour of your blood. – Jim,” he said, “are you afraid of blood?”

“No, sir,” said I.

“Well, then,” said he, “you hold the basin;” and with that he took his lancet and opened a vein.

A great deal of blood was taken before the captain opened his eyes and looked mistily about him. First he recognised the doctor with an unmistakable frown; then his glance fell upon me, and he looked relieved. But suddenly his colour changed, and he tried to raise himself, crying:

“Where’s Black Dog?”

“There is no Black Dog here,” said the doctor, “except what you have on your own back. You have been drinking rum; you have had a stroke, precisely as I told you; and I have just, very much against my own will, dragged you head-foremost out of the grave. Now, Mr Bones –”

“That’s not my name,” he interrupted.

“Much I care,” returned the doctor. “It’s the name of a buccaneer of my acquaintance; and I call you by it for the sake of shortness, and what I have to say to you is this: one glass of rum won’t kill you, but if you take one you’ll take another and another, and I stake my wig if you don’t break off short, you’ll die – do you understand that? – die, and go to your own place, like the man in the Bible. Come, now, make an effort. I’ll help you to your bed for once.”

Between us, with much trouble, we managed to hoist him upstairs, and laid him on his bed, where his head fell back on the pillow, as if he were almost fainting.

“Now, mind you,” said the doctor, “I clear my conscience – the name of rum for you is death.”

And with that he went off to see my father, taking me with him by the arm.

“This is nothing,” he said, as soon as he had closed the door. “I have drawn blood enough to keep him quiet a while; he should lie for a week where he is – that is the best thing for him and you; but another stroke would settle him.”


CHAPTER III
The Black Spot

ABOUT NOON I stopped at the captain’s door with some cooling drinks and medicines. He was lying very much as we had left him, only a little higher, and he seemed both weak and excited. “Jim,” he said, “you’re the only one here that’s worth anything; and you know I’ve been always good to you. Never a month but I’ve given you a silver fourpenny for yourself. And now you see, mate, I’m pretty low, and deserted by all; and Jim, you’ll bring me one noggin of rum, now, won’t you, matey?”

“The doctor –” I began.

But he broke in cursing the doctor, in a feeble voice, but heartily. “Doctors is all swabs,” he said; “and that doctor there – why, what do he know about seafaring men? I been in places hot as pitch, and mates dropping round with Yellow Jack, and the blessed land a-heaving like the sea with earthquakes – what do the doctor know of lands like that? – and I lived on rum, I tell you. It’s been meat and drink, and man and wife, to me; and if I’m not to have my rum now I’m a poor old hulk on a lee-shore, my blood’ll be on you, Jim, and that doctor swab;” and he ran on again for a while with curses. “Look, Jim, how my fingers fidges,” he continued, in the pleading tone. “I can’t keep ’em still, not I. I haven’t had a drop this blessed day. That doctor’s a fool, I tell you. If I don’t have a drain o’ rum, Jim, I’ll have the horrors; I seen some on ’em already. I seen old Flint in the corner there, behind you; as plain as print, I seen him; and if I get the horrors, I’m a man that has lived rough, and I’ll raise Cain. Your doctor hisself said one glass wouldn’t hurt me. I’ll give you a golden guinea for a noggin, Jim.”

He was growing more and more excited, and this alarmed me for my father, who was very low that day, and needed quiet; besides, I was reassured by the doctor’s words, now quoted to me, and rather offended by the offer of a bribe.

“I want none of your money,” said I, “but what you owe my father. I’ll get you one glass and no more.”

When I brought it to him, he seized it greedily, and drank it out.

“Ay, ay,” said he, “that’s some better, sure enough. And now, matey, did that doctor say how long I was to lie here in this old berth?”

“A week at least,” said I.

“Thunder!” he cried. “A week! I can’t do that: they’d have the black spot on me by then. The lubbers is going about to get the wind of me this blessed moment; lubbers as couldn’t keep what they got, and want to nail what is another’s. Is that seamanly behaviour, now, I want to know? But I’m a saving soul. I never wasted good money of mine, nor lost it neither; and I’ll trick ’em again. I’m not afraid on ’em. I’ll shake out another reef, matey, and daddle ’em again.”

As he was thus speaking, he had risen from bed with great difficulty, holding to my shoulder with a grip that almost made me cry out, and moving his legs like so much dead weight. His words, spirited as they were in meaning, contrasted sadly with the weakness of the voice in which they were uttered. He paused when he had got into a sitting position on the edge.

“That doctor’s done me,” he murmured. “My ears is singing. Lay me back.”

Before I could do much to help him he had fallen back again to his former place, where he lay for a while silent.

“Jim,” he said, at length, “you saw that seafaring man today?”

“Black Dog?” I asked.

“Ah! Black Dog,” says he. “He’s a bad ’un; but there’s worse that put him on. Now, if I can’t get away nohow, and they tip me the black spot, mind you, it’s my old sea-chest they’re after; you get on a horse – you can, can’t you? Well, then, you get on a horse, and go to – well, yes, I will! – to that eternal doctor swab, and tell him to pipe all hands – magistrates and sich – and he’ll lay ’em aboard at the ‘Admiral Benbow’ – all old Flint’s crew, man and boy, all on ’em that’s left. I was first mate, I was – old Flint’s first mate, and I’m the on’y one as knows the place. He gave it me to Savannah, when he lay a-dying, like as if I was to now, you see. But you won’t peach unless they get the black spot on me, or unless you see that Black Dog again, or a seafaring man with one leg, Jim – him above all.”

“But what is the black spot, captain?” I asked.

“That’s a summons, mate. I’ll tell you if they get that. But you keep your weather-eye open, Jim, and I’ll share with you equals, upon my honour.”

He wandered a little longer, his voice growing weaker; but soon after I had given him his medicine, which he took like a child, with the remark, “If ever a seaman wanted drugs, it’s me,” he fell at last into a heavy, swoon-like sleep, in which I left him. What I should have done had all gone well I do not know. Probably I should have told the whole story to the doctor; for I was in mortal fear lest the captain should repent of his confessions and make an end of me. But as things fell out, my poor father died quite suddenly that evening, which put all other matters on one side. Our natural distress, the visits of the neighbours, the arranging of the funeral, and all the work of the inn to be carried on in the meanwhile, kept me so busy that I had scarcely time to think of the captain, far less to be afraid of him.

He got downstairs next morning, to be sure, and had his meals as usual, though he ate little, and had more, I am afraid, than his usual supply of rum, for he helped himself out of the bar, scowling and blowing through his nose, and no one dared to cross him. On the night before the funeral he was as drunk as ever; and it was shocking, in that house of mourning, to hear him singing away at his ugly old sea-song; but, weak as he was, we were all in the fear of death for him, and the doctor was suddenly taken up with a case many miles away, and was never near the house after my father’s death. I have said the captain was weak; and indeed he seemed rather to grow weaker than regain his strength. He clambered up and down stairs, and went from the parlour to the bar and back again, and sometimes put his nose out of doors to smell the sea, holding on to the walls as he went for support, and breathing hard and fast like a man on a steep mountain. He never particularly addressed me, and it is my belief he had as good as forgotten his confidences; but his temper was more flighty, and, allowing for his bodily weakness, more violent than ever. He had an alarming way now when he was drunk of drawing his cutlass and laying it bare before him on the table. But, with all that, he minded people less, and seemed shut up in his own thoughts, and rather wandering. Once, for instance, to our extreme wonder, he piped up to a different air, a kind of country love-song, that he must have learned in his youth before he had begun to follow the sea.

So things passed until, the day after the funeral, and about three o’clock of a bitter, foggy, frosty afternoon, I was standing at the door for a moment, full of sad thoughts about my father, when I saw some one drawing slowly near along the road. He was plainly blind, for he tapped before him with a stick, and wore a great green shade over his eyes and nose; and he was hunched, as if with age or weakness, and wore a huge old tattered sea-cloak with a hood, that made him appear positively deformed. I never saw in my life a more dreadful-looking figure He stopped a little from the inn, and, raising his voice in an odd sing-song, addressed the air in front of him:

“Will any kind friend inform a poor blind man, who has lost the precious sight of his eyes in the gracious defence of his native country, England, and God bless King George! – where or in what part of this country he may now be?”

“You are at the ‘Admiral Benbow’, Black Hill Cove, my good man,” said I.

“I hear a voice,” said he – “a young voice. Will you give me your hand, my kind young friend, and lead me in?”

I held out my hand, and the horrible, soft-spoken, eyeless creature gripped it in a moment like a vice. I was so much startled that I struggled to withdraw; but the blind man pulled me close up to him with a single action of his arm.

“Now, boy,” he said, “take me in to the captain.”

“Sir,” said I, “upon my word I dare not.”

“Oh,” he sneered, “that’s it! Take me in straight, or I’ll break your arm.”

And he gave it, as he spoke, a wrench, that made me cry out.

“Sir,” said I, “it is for yourself I mean. The captain is not what he used to be. He sits with a drawn cutlass. Another gentleman –”

“Come, now, march,” interrupted he; and I never heard a voice so cruel, and cold, and ugly as that blind man’s. It cowed me more than the pain; and I began to obey him at once, walking straight in at the door and towards the parlour, where our sick old buccaneer was sitting, dazed with rum. The blind man clung close to me, holding me in one iron fist, and leaning almost more of his weight on me than I could carry. “Lead me straight up to him, and when I’m in view, cry out, ‘Here’s a friend for you, Bill.’ If you don’t, I’ll do this;” and with that he gave me a twitch that I thought would have made me faint. Between this and that, I was so utterly terrified of the blind beggar that I forgot my terror of the captain, and as I opened the parlour door, cried out the words he had ordered in a trembling voice.

The poor captain raised his eyes, and at one look the rum went out of him, and left him staring sober. The expression of his face was not so much of terror as of mortal sickness. He made a movement to rise, but I do not believe he had enough force left in his body.

“Now, Bill, sit where you are,” said the beggar. “If I can’t see, I can hear a finger stirring. Business is business. Hold out your left hand. – Boy, take his left hand by the wrist, and bring it near to my right.”

We both obeyed him to the letter, and I saw him pass something from the hollow of the hand that held his stick into the palm of the captain’s, which closed upon it instantly.

“And now that’s done,” said the blind man; and at the words he suddenly left hold of me, and, with incredible accuracy and nimbleness, skipped out of the parlour and into the road, where, as I still stood motionless, I could hear his stick go tap-tap-tapping into the distance.

It was some time before either I or the captain seemed to gather our senses; but at length, and about at the same moment, I released his wrist, which I was still holding, and he drew in his hand and looked sharply into the palm.

“Ten o’clock!” he cried. “Six hours. We’ll do them yet;” and he sprang to his feet.

Even as he did so, he reeled, put his hand to his throat, stood swaying for a moment, and then, with a peculiar sound, fell from his whole height face-foremost to the floor.

I ran to him at once, calling to my mother. But haste was all in vain. The captain had been struck dead by thundering apoplexy. It is a curious thing to understand, for I had certainly never liked the man, though of late I had begun to pity him, but as soon as I saw that he was dead I burst into a flood of tears. It was the second death I had known, and the sorrow of the first was still fresh in my heart.


CHAPTER IV
The Sea Chest

I LOST NO time, of course, in telling my mother all that I knew, and perhaps should have told her long before, and we saw ourselves at once in a difficult and dangerous position. Some of the man’s money – if he had any – was certainly due to us; but it was not likely that our captain’s shipmates, above all the two specimens seen by me, Black Dog and the blind beggar, would be inclined to give up their booty in payment of the dead man’s debts. The captain’s order to mount at once and ride for Dr Livesey would have left my mother alone and unprotected, which was not to be thought of. Indeed, it seemed impossible for either of us to remain much longer in the house: the fall of coals in the kitchen-grate, the very ticking of the clock, filled us with alarms. The neighbourhood, to our ears, seemed haunted by approaching footsteps; and what between the dead body of the captain on the parlour floor, and the thought of that detestable blind beggar hovering near at hand, and ready to return, there were moments when, as the saying goes, I jumped in my skin for terror. Something must speedily be resolved upon; and it occurred to us at last to go forth together and seek help in the neighbouring hamlet. No sooner said than done. Bare-headed as we were, we ran out at once in the gathering evening and the frosty fog.

The hamlet lay not many hundred yards away, though out of view, on the other side of the next cove; and what greatly encouraged me, it was in an opposite direction from that whence the blind man had made his appearance, and whither he had presumably returned. We were not many minutes on the road, though we sometimes stopped to lay hold of each other and hearken. But there was no unusual sound – nothing but the low wash of the ripple and the croaking of the crows in the wood.

It was already candlelight when we reached the hamlet, and I shall never forget how much I was cheered to see the yellow shine in doors and windows; but that, as it proved, was the best of the help we were likely to get in that quarter. For – you would have thought men would have been ashamed of themselves – no soul would consent to return with us to the “Admiral Benbow”. The more we told of our troubles, the more – man, woman, and child – they clung to the shelter of their houses. The name of Captain Flint, though it was strange to me, was well enough known to some there, and carried a great weight of terror. Some of the men who had been to field-work on the far side of the “Admiral Benbow” remembered, besides, to have seen several strangers on the road, and, taking them to be smugglers, to have bolted away; and one at least had seen a little lugger in what we called Kitt’s Hole. For that matter, any one who was a comrade of the captain’s was enough to frighten them to death. And the short and the long of the matter was, that while we could get several who were willing enough to ride to Dr Livesey’s, which lay in another direction, not one would help us to defend the inn.

They say cowardice is infectious; but then argument is, on the other hand, a great emboldener; and so when each had said his say, my mother made them a speech. She would not, she declared, lose money that belonged to her fatherless boy; “if none of the rest of you dare,” she said, “Jim and I dare. Back we will go, the way we came, and small thanks to you big, hulking, chicken-hearted men. We’ll have that chest open, if we die for it. And I’ll thank you for that bag, Mrs Crossley, to bring back our lawful money in.”

Of course, I said I would go with my mother; and of course they all cried out at our foolhardiness; but even then not a man would go along with us. All they would do was to give me a loaded pistol, lest we were attacked; and to promise to have horses ready saddled, in case we were pursued on our return; while one lad was to ride forward to the doctor’s in search of armed assistance.

My heart was beating finely when we two set forth in the cold night upon this dangerous venture. A full moon was beginning to rise, and peered redly through the upper edges of the fog, and this increased our haste, for it was plain, before we came forth again, that all would be as bright as day, and our departure exposed to the eyes of any watchers. We slipped along the hedges, noiseless and swift, nor did we see or hear anything to increase our terrors, till, to our huge relief, the door of the “Admiral Benbow” had closed behind us.

I slipped the bolt at once, and we stood and panted for a moment in the dark, alone in the house with the dead captain’s body. Then my mother got a candle in the bar, and, holding each other’s hands, we advanced into the parlour. He lay as we had left him, on his back, with his eyes open, and one arm stretched out.

“Draw down the blind, Jim,” whispered my mother; “they might come and watch outside. And now,” said she, when I had done so, “we have to get the key off that; and who’s to touch it, I should like to know!” and she gave a kind of sob as she said the words.

I went down on my knees at once. On the floor close to his band there was a little round of paper, blackened on the one side. I could not doubt that this was the black spot; and taking it up, I found written on the other side, in a very good, clear hand, this short message: “You have till ten tonight.”

“He had till ten, mother,” said I; and just as I said it, our old clock began striking. This sudden noise startled us shockingly; but the news was good, for it was only six.

“Now, Jim,” she said, “that key.”

I felt in his pockets, one after another. A few small coins, a thimble, and some thread and big needles, a piece of pigtail tobacco bitten away at the end, his gully with the crooked handle, a pocket-compass, and a tinder-box, were all that they contained, and I began to despair.

“Perhaps it’s round his neck,” suggested my mother.

Overcoming a strong repugnance, I tore open his shirt at the neck, and there, sure enough, hanging to a bit of tarry string, which I cut with his own gully, we found the key. At this triumph we were filled with hope, and hurried upstairs, without delay, to the little room where he had slept so long, and where his box had stood since the day of his arrival.

It was like any other seaman’s chest on the outside, the initial “B.” burned on the top of it with a hot iron, and the corners somewhat smashed and broken as by long, rough usage.

“Give me the key,” said my mother; and though the lock was very stiff, she had turned it and thrown back the lid in a twinkling.

A strong smell of tobacco and tar rose from the interior, but nothing was to be seen on the top except a suit of very good clothes, carefully brushed and folded. They had never been worn, my mother said. Under that, the miscellany began – a quadrant, a tin cannikin, several sticks of tobacco, two brace of very handsome pistols, a piece of bar silver, an old Spanish watch and some other trinkets of little value and mostly of foreign make, a pair of compasses mounted with brass, and five or six curious West Indian shells. It has often set me thinking since that he should have carried about these shells with him in his wandering, guilty, and hunted life.

In the meantime, we had found nothing of any value but the silver and the trinkets, and neither of these were in our way. Underneath there was an old boat-cloak, whitened with sea-salt on many a harbour-bar. My mother pulled it up with impatience, and there lay before us, the last things in the chest, a bundle tied up in oilcloth, and looking like papers, and a canvas bag, that gave forth, at a touch, the jingle of gold.

“I’ll show these rogues that I’m an honest woman,” said my mother. “I’ll have my dues, and not a farthing over. Hold Mrs Crossley’s bag.” And she began to count over the amount of the captain’s score from the sailor’s bag into the one that I was holding.

It was a long, difficult business, for the coins, were of all countries and sizes – doubloons, and louis-d’ors, and guineas, and pieces of eight, and I know not what besides, all shaken together at random. The guineas, too, were about the scarcest, and it was with these only that my mother knew how to make her count.

When we were about halfway through I suddenly put my hand upon her arm; for I had heard in the silent, frosty air, a sound that brought my heart into my mouth – the tap-tapping of the blind man’s stick upon the frozen road. It drew nearer and nearer, while we sat holding our breath. Then it struck sharp on the inn-door, and then we could hear the handle being turned, and the bolt rattling as the wretched being tried to enter; and then there was a long time of silence both within and without. At last the tapping recommenced, and, to our indescribable joy and gratitude, died slowly away again until it ceased to be heard.

“Mother,” said I, “take the whole and let’s be going;” for I was sure the bolted door must have seemed suspicious, and would bring the whole hornets’ nest about our ears; though how thankful I was that I had bolted it, none could tell who had never met that terrible blind man.

But my mother, frightened as she was, would not consent to take a fraction more than was due to her, and was obstinately unwilling to be content with less. It was not yet seven, she said, by a long way; she knew her rights and she would have them; and she was still arguing with me when a little low whistle sounded a good way off upon the hill. That was enough, and more than enough, for both of us.

“I’ll take what I have,” she said, jumping to her feet.

“And I’ll take this to square the count,” said I, picking up the oilskin packet.

Next moment we were both groping downstairs, leaving the candle by the empty chest; and the next we had opened the door and were in full retreat. We had not started a moment too soon. The fog was rapidly dispersing; already the moon shone quite clear on the high ground on either side; and it was only in the exact bottom of the dell and round the tavern-door that a thin veil still hung unbroken to conceal the first steps of our escape. Far less than halfway to the hamlet, very little beyond the bottom of the hill, we must come forth into the moonlight. Nor was this all; for the sound of several footsteps running came already to our ears, and as we looked back in their direction, a light tossing to and fro, and still rapidly advancing, showed that one of the newcomers carried a lantern.

“My dear,” said my mother suddenly, “take the money and run on. I am going to faint.”

This was certainly the end for both of us, I thought. How I cursed the cowardice of the neighbours; how I blamed my poor mother for her honesty and her greed, for her past foolhardiness and present weakness! We were just at the little bridge, by good fortune; and I helped her, tottering as she was, to the edge of the bank, where, sure enough, she gave a sigh and fell on my shoulder. I do not know how I found the strength to do it at all, and I am afraid it was roughly done; but I managed to drag her down the bank and a little way under the arch. Farther I could not move her, for the bridge was too low to let me do more than crawl below it. So there we had to stay – my mother almost entirely exposed, and both of us within earshot of the inn.


CHAPTER V
The Last of the Blind Man

MY CURIOSITY, IN a sense, was stronger than my fear; for I could not remain where I was, but crept back to the bank again, whence, sheltering my head behind a bush of broom, I might command the road before our door. I was scarcely in position ere my enemies began to arrive, seven or eight of them, running hard, their feet beating out of time along the road, and the man with the lantern some paces in front. Three men ran together, hand in hand; and I made out, even through the mist, that the middle man of this trio was the blind beggar. The next moment his voice showed me that I was right.

“Down with the door!” he cried.

“Ay, ay, sir!” answered two or three; and a rush was made upon the “Admiral Benbow”, the lantern-bearer following; and then I could see them pause, and hear speeches passed in a lower key, as if they were surprised to find the door open. But the pause was brief, for the blind man again issued his commands. His voice sounded louder and higher, as if he were afire with eagerness and rage.

“In, in, in!” he shouted, and cursed them for their delay.

Four or five of them obeyed at once, two remaining on the road with the formidable beggar. There was a pause, then a cry of surprise, and then a voice shouting from the house:

“Bill’s dead!”

But the blind man swore at them again for their delay.

“Search him, some of you shirking lubbers, and the rest of you aloft and get the chest,” he cried.

I could hear their feet rattling up our old stairs, so that the house must have shook with it. Promptly afterwards fresh sounds of astonishment arose; the window of the captain’s room was thrown open with a slam and a jingle of broken glass; and a man leaned out into the moonlight, head and shoulders, and addressed the blind beggar on the road below him.

“Pew,” he cried, “they’ve been before us. Someone’s turned the chest out alow and aloft.”

“Is it there?” roared Pew.

“The money’s there.”

The blind man cursed the money.

“Flint’s fist, I mean,” he cried.

“We don’t see it here nohow,” returned the man.

“Here, you below there, is it on Bill?” cried the blind man again.

At that, another fellow, probably him who had remained below to search the captain’s body, came to the door of the inn. “Bill’s been overhauled a’ready,” said he, “nothin’ left.”

“It’s these people of the inn – it’s that boy. I wish I had put his eyes out!” cried the blind man, Pew. “They were here no time ago – they had the door bolted when I tried it. Scatter, lads, and find ’em.”

“Sure enough, they left their glim here,” said the fellow from the window.

“Scatter and find ’em! Rout the house out!” reiterated Pew, striking with his stick upon the road.

Then there followed a great to-do through all our old inn, heavy feet pounding to and fro, furniture thrown over, doors kicked in, until the very rocks re-echoed, and the men came out again, one after another, on the road, and declared that we were nowhere to be found. And just then the same whistle that had alarmed my mother and myself over the dead captain’s money was once more clearly audible through the night, but this time twice repeated. I had thought it to be the blind man’s trumpet, so to speak, summoning his crew to the assault; but I now found that it was a signal from the hillside towards the hamlet, and, from its effect upon the buccaneers, a signal to warn them of approaching danger.

“There’s Dirk again,” said one. “Twice! We’ll have to budge, mates.”

“Budge, you skulk!” cried Pew. “Dirk was a fool and a coward from the first – you wouldn’t mind him. They must be close by; they can’t be far; you have your hands on it. Scatter and look for them, dogs! Oh, shiver my soul,” he cried, “if I had eyes!”

This appeal seemed to produce some effect, for two of the fellows began to look here and there among the lumber, but half-heartedly, I thought, and with half an eye to their own danger all the time, while the rest stood irresolute on the road.

“You have your hands on thousands, you fools, and you hang a leg! You’d be as rich as kings if you could find it, and you know it’s here, and you stand there malingering. There wasn’t one of you dared face Bill, and I did it – a blind man! And I’m to lose my chance for you! I’m to be a poor, crawling beggar, spongeing for rum, when I might be rolling in a coach! If you had the pluck of a weevil in a biscuit you would catch them still.”

“Hang it, Pew, we’ve got the doubloons!” grumbled one.

“They might have hid the blessed thing,” said another. “Take the Georges, Pew, and don’t stand here squalling.”

Squalling was the word for it, Pew’s anger rose so high at these objections; till at last, his passion completely taking the upper hand, he struck at them right and left in his blindness, and his stick sounded heavily on more than one.

These, in their turn, cursed back at the blind miscreant, threatened him in horrid terms, and tried in vain to catch the stick and wrest it from his grasp.

This quarrel was the saving of us; for while it was still raging, another sound came from the top of the hill on the side of the hamlet – the tramp of horses galloping. Almost at the same time a pistol-shot, flash and report, came from the hedge-side. And that was plainly the last signal of danger; for the buccaneers turned at once and ran, separating in every direction, one seaward along the cove, one slant across the hill, and so on, so that in half a minute not a sign of them remained but Pew. Him they had deserted, whether in sheer panic, or out of revenge for his ill words and blows, I know not; but there he remained behind, tapping up and down the road in a frenzy, and groping and calling for his comrades. Finally he took the wrong turn, and ran a few steps past me, towards the hamlet, crying:

“Johnny, Black Dog, Dirk,” and other names, “you won’t leave old Pew, mates – not old Pew!”

Just then the noise of horses topped the rise, and four or five riders came in sight in the moonlight, and swept at full gallop down the slope.

At this Pew saw his error, turned with a scream, and ran straight for the ditch, into which he rolled. But he was on his feet again in a second, and made another dash, now utterly bewildered, right under the nearest of the coming horses.

The rider tried to save him, but in vain. Down went Pew with a cry that rang high into the night; and the four hoofs trampled and spurned him and passed by. He fell on his side, then gently collapsed upon his face, and moved no more.

I leaped to my feet and hailed the riders. They were pulling up, at any rate, horrified at the accident; and I soon saw what they were. One, tailing out behind the rest, was a lad that had gone from the hamlet to Dr Livesey’s; the rest were revenue officers, whom he had met by the way, and with whom he had had the intelligence to return at once. Some news of the lugger in Kitt’s Hole had found its way to Supervisor Dance, and set him forth that night in our direction, and to that circumstance my mother and I owed our preservation from death.

Pew was dead, stone dead. As for my mother, when we had carried her up to the hamlet, a little cold water and salts and that soon brought her back again, and she was none the worse for her terror, though she still continued to deplore the balance of the money. In the meantime, the supervisor rode on, as fast as he could, to Kitt’s Hole; but his men had to dismount and grope down the dingle, leading, and sometimes supporting, their horses, and in continual fear of ambushes; so it was no great matter for surprise that when they got down to the Hole the lugger was already under way, though still close in. He hailed her. A voice replied, telling him to keep out of the moonlight or he would get some lead in him, and at the same time a bullet whistled close by his arm. Soon after, the lugger doubled the point and disappeared. Mr Dance stood there, as he said, “like a fish out of water”, and all he could do was to despatch a man to B— to warn the cutter. “And that,” said he, “is just about as good as nothing. They’ve got off clean, and there’s an end. Only,” he added, “I’m glad I trod on Master Pew’s corns;” for by this time he had heard my story.

I went back with him to the “Admiral Benbow”, and you cannot imagine a house in such a state of smash; the very clock had been thrown down by these fellows in their furious hunt after my mother and myself; and though nothing had actually been taken away except the captain’s money-bag and a little silver from the till, I could see at once that we were ruined. Mr Dance could make nothing of the scene.

“They got the money, you say? Well, then, Hawkins, what in fortune were they after? More money, I suppose?”

“No, sir; not money, I think,” replied I. “In fact, sir, I believe I have the thing in my breast-pocket; and, to tell you the truth, I should like to get it put in safety.”

“To be sure, boy; quite right,” said he. “I’ll take it, if you like.”

“I thought, perhaps, Dr Livesey –” I began.

“Perfectly right,” he interrupted, very cheerily, “perfectly right – a gentleman and a magistrate. And, now I come to think of it, I might as well ride round there myself and report to him or squire. Master Pew’s dead, when all’s done; not that I regret it, but he’s dead, you see, and people will make it out against an officer of His Majesty’s revenue, if make it out they can. Now, I’ll tell you, Hawkins: if you like, I’ll take you along.”

I thanked him heartily for the offer, and we walked back to the hamlet where the horses were. By the time I had told mother of my purpose they were all in the saddle.

“Dogger,” said Mr Dance, “you have a good horse; take up this lad behind you.”

As soon as I was mounted, holding on to Dogger’s belt, the supervisor gave the word, and the party struck out at a bouncing trot on the road to Dr Livesey’s house.


CHAPTER VI
The Captain’s Papers

WE RODE HARD all the way, till we drew up before Dr Livesey’s door. The house was all dark to the front. Mr Dance told me to jump down and knock, and Dogger gave me a stirrup to descend by. The door was opened almost at once by the maid.

“Is Dr Livesey in?” I asked.

No, she said; he had come home in the afternoon, but had gone up to the Hall to dine and pass the evening with the squire.

“So there we go, boys,” said Mr Dance.

This time, as the distance was short, I did not mount, but ran with Dogger’s stirrup-leather to the lodge gates, and up the long, leafless, moonlit avenue to where the white line of the Hall buildings looked on either hand on great old gardens. Here Mr Dance dismounted, and, taking me along with him, was admitted at a word into the house.

The servant led us down a matted passage, and showed us at the end into a great library, all lined with bookcases and busts upon the top of them, where the squire and Dr Livesey sat, pipe in hand, on either side of a bright fire.

I had never seen the squire so near at hand. He was a tall man, over six feet high, and broad in proportion, and he had a bluff, rough-and-ready face, all roughened and reddened and lined in his long travels. His eyebrows were very black, and moved readily, and this gave him a look of some temper – not bad, you would say, but quick and high.

“Come in, Mr Dance,” says he, very stately and condescending.

“Good evening, Dance,” says the doctor, with a nod. – “And good evening to you, friend Jim. What good wind brings you here?”

The supervisor stood up straight and stiff, and told his story like a lesson; and you should have seen how the two gentlemen leaned forward and looked at each other, and forgot to smoke in their surprise and interest. When they heard how my mother went back to the inn, Dr Livesey fairly slapped his thigh, and the squire cried “Bravo!” and broke his long pipe against the grate. Long before it was done, Mr Trelawney (that, you will remember, was the squire’s name) had got up from his seat, and was striding about the room, and the doctor, as if to hear the better, had taken off his powdered wig, and sat there, looking very strange indeed with his own close-cropped black poll.

At last Mr Dance finished the story.

“Mr Dance,” said the squire, “you are a very noble fellow. And as for riding down that black, atrocious miscreant, I regard it as an act of virtue, sir, like stamping on a cockroach. This lad Hawkins is a trump, I perceive. – Hawkins, will you ring that bell? Mr Dance must have some ale.”

“And so, Jim,” said the doctor, “you have the thing that they were after, have you?”

“Here it is, sir,” said I, and gave him the oilskin packet.

The doctor looked it all over, as if his fingers were itching to open it; but, instead of doing that, he put it quietly in the pocket of his coat

“Squire,” said he, “when Dance has had his ale he must, of course, be off on His Majesty’s service; but I mean to keep Jim Hawkins here to sleep at my house, and, with your permission, I propose we should have up the cold pie, and let him sup.”

“As you will, Livesey,” said the squire; “Hawkins has earned better than cold pie.”

So a big pigeon-pie was brought in and put on a side-table, and I made a hearty supper, for I was as hungry as a hawk, while Mr Dance was further complimented, and at last dismissed.

“And now, squire,” said the doctor.

“And now, Livesey,” said the squire, in the same breath.

“One at a time, one at a time,” laughed Dr Livesey. – “You have heard of this Flint, I suppose?”

“Heard of him!” cried the squire. “Heard of him, you say! He was the bloodthirstiest buccaneer that sailed. Blackbeard was a child to Flint. The Spaniards were so prodigiously afraid of him, that I tell you, sir, I was sometimes proud he was an Englishman. I’ve seen his top-sails with these eyes, off Trinidad, and the cowardly son of a rumpuncheon that I sailed with put back – put back, sir, into Port-of-Spain.”

“Well, I’ve heard of him myself, in England,” said the doctor. “But the point is, had he money?”

“Money!” cried the squire. “Have you heard the story? What were these villains after but money? What do they care for but money? For what would they risk their rascal carcases but money?”

“That we shall soon know,” replied the doctor. “But you are so confoundedly hot-headed and exclamatory that I cannot get a word in. What I want to know is this: supposing that I have here in my pocket some clue to where Flint buried his treasure, will that treasure amount to much?”

“Amount, sir!” cried the squire. “It will amount to this: If we have the clue you talk about, I fit out a ship in Bristol dock, and take you and Hawkins here along, and I’ll have that treasure if I search a year.”

“Very well,” said the doctor. “Now, then, if Jim is agreeable, we’ll open the packet;” and he laid it before him on the table.

The bundle was sewed together, and the doctor had to get out his instrument-case, and cut the stitches with his medical scissors. It contained two things – a book and a sealed paper.

“First of all we’ll try the book,” observed the doctor.

The squire and I were both peering over his shoulder as he opened it, for Dr Livesey had kindly motioned me to come round from the sidetable, where I had been eating, to enjoy the sport of the search. On the first page there were only some scraps of writing, such as a man with a pen in his hand might make for idleness or practice. One was the same as the tattoo-mark, “Billy Bones his fancy”; then there was “Mr W. Bones, mate,” “No more rum,” “Off Palm Key he got itt,” and some other snatches, mostly single words, and unintelligible. I could not help wondering who it was that had “got itt”, and what “itt” was that he got. A knife in his back as like as not.

“Not much instruction there,” said Dr Livesey, as he passed on.

The next ten or twelve pages were filled with a curious series of entries. There was a date at one end of the line and at the other a sum of money, as in common account-books; but instead of explanatory writing, only a varying number of crosses between the two. On the 12th of June, 1745, for instance, a sum of seventy pounds had plainly become due to some one, and there was nothing but six crosses to explain the cause. In a few cases, to be sure, the name of a place would be added, as “Offe Caraccas”; or a mere entry of latitude and longitude, as “62° 17′ 20″ 19° 2′ 40″”.

The record lasted over nearly twenty years, the amount of the separate entries growing larger as time went on, and at the end a grand total had been made out after five or six wrong additions, and these words appended, “Bones his pile”.

“I can’t make head or tail of this,” said Dr Livesey.

“The thing is as clear as noonday,” cried the squire. This is the black-hearted hound’s account-book. These crosses stand for the names of ships or towns that they sank or plundered. The sums are the scoundrel’s share, and where he feared an ambiguity, you see he added something clearer. ‘Offe Caraccas,’ now; you see, here was some unhappy vessel boarded off that coast. God help the poor souls that manned her – coral long ago.”

“Right!” said the doctor. “See what it is to be a traveller. Right! And the amounts increase, you see, as he rose in rank.”

There was little else in the volume but a few bearings of places noted in the blank leaves towards the end, and a table for reducing French, English, and Spanish moneys to a common value.

“Thrifty man!” cried the doctor. “He wasn’t the one to be cheated.”

“And now,” said the squire, “for the other.”

The paper had been sealed in several places with a thimble by way of seal; the very thimble, perhaps, that I had found in the captain’s pocket. The doctor opened the seals with great care, and there fell out the map of an island, with latitude and longitude, soundings, names of hills, and bays and inlets, and every particular that would be needed to bring a ship to a safe anchorage upon its shores. It was about nine miles long and five across, shaped, you might say, like a fat dragon standing up, and had two fine land-locked harbours, and a hill in the centre part marked “The Spy-glass”. There were several additions of a later date; but, above all, three crosses of red ink – two on the north part of the island, one in the south-west, and, beside this last, in the same red ink, and in a small, neat hand, very different from the captain’s tottery characters, these words: “Bulk of treasure here”. Over on the back the same hand had written this further information:


“Tall tree, Spy-glass shoulder, bearing a point to the N. of N.N.E.

“Skeleton Island E.S.E. and by E.

“Ten feet.

“The bar silver is in the north cache; you can find it by the trend of the east hummock, ten fathoms south of the black crag with the face on it.

“The arms are easy found, in the sand hill, N. point of north inlet cape, bearing E. and a quarter N.

J.F.”



That was all; but brief as it was, and to me incomprehensible, it filled the squire and Dr Livesey with delight.

“Livesey,” said the squire, “you will give up this wretched practice at once. Tomorrow I start for Bristol. In three weeks’ time – three weeks! – two weeks-ten days – we’ll have the best ship, sir, and the choicest crew in England. Hawkins shall come as cabin-boy. You’ll make a famous cabin-boy, Hawkins. You, Livesey, are ship’s doctor; I am admiral. We’ll take Redruth, Joyce, and Hunter. We’ll have favourable winds, a quick passage, and not the least difficulty in finding the spot, and money to eat – to roll in – to play duck-and-drake with ever after.”

“Trelawney,” said the doctor, “I’ll go with you; and, I’ll go bail for it, so will Jim, and be a credit to the undertaking. There’s only one man I’m afraid of.”

“And who’s that?” cried the squire. “Name the dog, sir!”

“You,” replied the doctor; “for you cannot hold your tongue. We are not the only men who know of this paper. These fellows who attacked the inn tonight – bold, desperate blades, for sure – and the rest who stayed aboard that lugger, and more, I dare say, not far off, are, one and all, through thick and thin, bound that they’ll get that money. We must none of us go alone till we get to sea. Jim and I shall stick together in the meanwhile; you’ll take Joyce and Hunter when you ride to Bristol, and, from first to last, not one of us must breathe a word of what we’ve found.”

“Livesey,” returned the squire, “you are always in the right of it. I’ll be as silent as the grave.”



PART II

The Sea Cook




CHAPTER VII
I go to Bristol

IT WAS LONGER than the squire imagined ere we were ready for the sea, and none of our first plans – not even Dr Livesey’s, of keeping me beside him – could be carried out as we intended. The doctor had to go to London for a physician to take charge of his practice; the squire was hard at work at Bristol; and I lived on at the Hall under the charge of old Redruth, the gamekeeper, almost a prisoner, but full of sea-dreams and the most charming anticipations of strange islands and adventures. I brooded by the hour together over the map, all the details of which I well remembered. Sitting by the fire in the housekeeper’s room, I approached that island in my fancy, from every possible direction; I explored every acre of its surface; I climbed a thousand times to that tall hill they call the Spy-glass, and from the top enjoyed the most wonderful and changing prospects. Sometimes the isle was thick with savages, with whom we fought; sometimes full of dangerous animals that hunted us; but in all my fancies nothing occurred to me so strange and tragic as our actual adventures.

So the weeks passed on, till one fine day there came a letter addressed to Dr Livesey, with this addition, “To be opened, in the case of his absence, by Tom Redruth, or young Hawkins.” Obeying this order, we found, or rather, I found – for the gamekeeper was a poor hand at reading anything but print – the following important news:


“Old Anchor Inn, Bristol, March 1, 17—.




“DEAR LIVESEY, – As I do not know whether you are at the Hall or still in London, I send this in double to both places.

“The ship is bought and fitted. She lies at anchor, ready for sea. You never imagined a sweeter schooner – a child might sail her – two hundred tons; name, Hispaniola.

“I got her through my old friend Blandly, who has proved himself throughout the most surprising trump. The admirable fellow literally slaved in my interest, and so, I may say, did every one in Bristol, as soon as they got wind of the port we sailed for – treasure, I mean.”



“Redruth,” said I, interrupting the letter, “Dr Livesey will not like that. The squire has been talking, after all.”

“Well, who’s a better right?” growled the gamekeeper. “A pretty rum go if squire ain’t to talk for Dr Livesey, I should think.”

At that I gave up all attempt at commentary, and read straight on:


“Blandly himself found the Hispaniola, and by the most admirable management got her for the merest trifle. There is a class of men in Bristol monstrously prejudiced against Blandly. They go the length of declaring that this honest creature would do anything for money, that the Hispaniola belonged to him, and that he sold it me absurdly high – the most transparent calumnies. None of them dare, however, to deny the merits of the ship.

“So far there was not a hitch. The workpeople, to be sure – riggers and what not – were most annoyingly slow; but time cured that. It was the crew that troubled me.

“I wished a round score of men – in case of natives, buccaneers, or the odious French – and I had the worry of the deuce itself to find so much as half a dozen, till the most remarkable stroke of fortune brought me the very man that I required.

“I was standing on the dock, when, by the merest accident, I fell in talk with him. I found he was an old sailor, kept a public-house, knew all the seafaring men in Bristol, had lost his health ashore, and wanted a good berth as cook to get to sea again. He had hobbled down there that morning, he said, to get a smell of the salt.

“I was monstrously touched – so would you have been – and, out of pure pity, I engaged him on the spot to be ship’s cook. Long John Silver, he is called, and has lost a leg; but that I regarded as a recommendation, since he lost it in his country’s service, under the immortal Hawke. He has no pension, Livesey. Imagine the abominable age we live in!

“Well, sir, I thought I had only found a cook, but it was a crew I had discovered. Between Silver and myself we got together in a few days a company of the toughest old salts imaginable – not pretty to look at, but fellows, by their faces, of the most indomitable spirit. I declare we could fight a frigate.

“Long John even got rid of two out of the six or seven I had already engaged. He showed me in a moment that they were just the sort of fresh-water swabs we had to fear in an adventure of importance.

“I am in the most magnificent health and spirits, eating like a bull, sleeping like a tree, yet I shall not enjoy a moment till I hear my old tarpaulins tramping round the capstan. Seaward ho! Hang the treasure! It’s the glory of the sea that has turned my head. So now, Livesey, come post; do not lose an hour, if you respect me.

“Let young Hawkins go at once to see his mother, with Redruth for a guard; and then both come full speed to Bristol.

“JOHN TRELAWNEY.




“Postscript. – I did not tell you that Blandly, who, by the way, is to send a consort after us if we don’t turn up by the end of August, had found an admirable fellow for sailing-master – a stiff man, which I regret, but, in all other respects, a treasure. Long John Silver unearthed a very competent man for a mate, a man named Arrow. I have a boatswain who pipes, Livesey; so things shall go man-o’-war fashion on board the good ship Hispaniola.

“I forgot to tell you that Silver is a man of substance; I know of my own knowledge that he has a banker’s account, which has never been overdrawn. He leaves his wife to manage the inn, and as she is a woman of colour, a pair of old bachelors like you and I may be excused for guessing that it is the wife, quite as much as the health, that sends him back to roving.

“J. T.

“P.P.S. – Hawkins may stay one night with his mother.

“J. T.”



You can fancy the excitement into which that letter put me. I was half beside myself with glee; and if ever I despised a man, it was old Tom Redruth, who could do nothing but grumble and lament. Any of the under-gamekeepers would gladly have changed places with him; but such was not the squire’s pleasure, and the squire’s pleasure was like law among them all. Nobody but old Redruth would have dared so much as even to grumble.

The next morning he and I set out on foot for the “Admiral Benbow”, and there I found my mother in good health and spirits. The captain, who had so long been a cause of so much discomfort, was gone where the wicked cease from troubling. The squire had had everything repaired, and the public rooms and the sign repainted, and had added some furniture – above all, a beautiful armchair for mother in the bar. He had found her a boy as an apprentice also, so that she should not want help while I was gone.

It was on seeing that boy that I understood, for the first time, my situation. I had thought, up to that moment, of the adventures before me, not at all of the home that I was leaving; and now, at sight of this clumsy stranger, who was to stay here in my place beside my mother, I had my first attack of tears. I am afraid I led that boy a dog’s life; for as he was new to the work I had a hundred opportunities of setting him right and putting him down, and I was not slow to profit by them.

The night passed, and the next day, after dinner, Redruth and I were afoot again, and on the road. I said goodbye to mother and the cove where I had lived since I was born, and the dear old “Admiral Benbow” – since he was repainted, no longer quite so dear. One of my last thoughts was of the captain, who had so often strode along the beach with his cocked hat, his sabre-cut cheek, and his old brass telescope. Next moment we had turned the corner, and my home was out of sight.

The mail picked us up about dusk at the “Royal George” on the heath. I was wedged in between Redruth and a stout old gentleman, and in spite of the swift motion and the cold night air, I must have dozed a great deal from the very first, and then slept like a log up hill and down dale through stage after stage; for when I was awakened, at last, it was by a punch in the ribs, and I opened my eyes, to find that we were standing still before a large building in a city street, and that the day had already broken a long time.

“Where are we?” I asked.

“Bristol,” said Tom. “Get down.”

Mr Trelawney had taken up his residence at an inn far down the docks, to superintend the work upon the schooner. Thither we had now to walk, and our way, to my great delight, lay along the quays and beside the great multitude of ships of all sizes and rigs and nations. In one, sailors were singing at their work; in another, there were men aloft, high over my head, hanging to threads that seemed no thicker than a spider’s. Though I had lived by the shore all my life, I seemed never to have been near the sea till then. The smell of tar and salt was something new. I saw the most wonderful figureheads, that had all been far over the ocean. I saw, besides, many old sailors, with rings in their ears, and whiskers curled in ringlets, and tarry pigtails, and their swaggering, clumsy sea-walk; and if I had seen as many kings or archbishops I could not have been more delighted.

And I was going to sea myself; to sea in a schooner, with a piping boatswain, and pig-tailed singing seamen; to sea, bound for an unknown island, and to seek for buried treasures!

While I was still in this delightful dream we came suddenly in front of a large inn, and met Squire Trelawney, all dressed out like a sea-officer, in stout blue cloth, coming out of the door with a smile on his face and a capital imitation of a sailor’s walk.

“Here you are,” he cried, “and the doctor came last night from London. Bravo! The ship’s company complete!”

“Oh, sir,” cried I, “when do we sail?”

“Sail!” says he. “We sail tomorrow!”


CHAPTER VIII
At the Sign of the “Spy Glass”

WHEN HAD done breakfasting the squire gave me a note addressed to John Silver, at the sign of the “Spy-glass”, and told me I should easily find the place by following the line of the docks, and keeping a bright look-out for a little tavern with a large brass telescope for sign. I set off, overjoyed at this opportunity to see some more of the ships and seamen, and picked my way among a great crowd of people and carts and bales, for the dock was now at its busiest, until I found the tavern in question.

It was a bright enough little place of entertainment. The sign was newly painted; the windows had neat red curtains; the floor was cleanly sanded. There was a street on either side, and an open door on both, which made the large, low room pretty clear to see in, in spite of clouds of tobacco-smoke.

The customers were mostly seafaring men; and they talked so loudly that I hung at the door, almost afraid to enter.

As I was waiting, a man came out of a side-room, and, at a glance, I was sure he must be Long John. His left leg was cut off close by the hip, and under the left shoulder he carried a crutch, which he managed with wonderful dexterity, hopping about upon it like a bird. He was very tall and strong, with a face as big as a ham – plain and pale, but intelligent and smiling. Indeed, he seemed in the most cheerful spirits, whistling as he moved about among the tables, with a merry word or a slap on the shoulder for the more favoured of his guests.

Now, to tell you the truth, from the very first mention of Long John in Squire Trelawney’s letter, I had taken a fear in my mind that he might prove to be the very one-legged sailor whom I had watched for so long at the old “Benbow”. But one look at the man before me was enough. I had seen the captain, and Black Dog, and the blind man Pew, and I thought I knew what a buccaneer was like – a very different creature, according to me, from this clean and pleasant-tempered landlord.

I plucked up courage at once, crossed the threshold, and walked right up to the man where he stood, propped on his crutch, talking to a customer.

“Mr Silver, sir?” I asked, holding out the note.

“Yes, my lad,” said he; “such is my name, to be sure. And who may you be?” And then, as he saw the squire’s letter, he seemed to me to give something almost like a start.

“Oh!” said he, quite loud, and offering his hand, “I see. You are our new cabin boy; pleased I am to see you.”

And he took my hand in his large firm grasp.

Just then one of the customers at the far side rose suddenly and made for the door. It was close by him, and he was out in the street in a moment. But his hurry had attracted my notice, and I recognised him at a glance. It was the tallow-faced man, wanting two fingers, who had come first to the “Admiral Benbow”.

“Oh,” I cried, “stop him! It’s Black Dog!”

“I don’t care two coppers who he is,” cried Silver. “But he hasn’t paid his score. – Harry, run and catch him.”

One of the others who was nearest the door leaped up, and started in pursuit.

“If he were Admiral Hawke he shall pay his score,” cried Silver; and then, relinquishing my hand – “Who did you say he was?” he asked. “Black what?”

“Dog, sir,” said I. “Has Mr Trelawney not told you of the buccaneers? He was one of them.”

“So?” cried Silver. “In my house! – Ben, run and help Harry. One of those swabs, was he? Was that you drinking with him, Morgan? Step up here.”

The man whom he called Morgan – an old, grey-haired, mahogany-faced sailor – came forward pretty sheepishly, rolling his quid.

“Now, Morgan,” said Long John, very sternly; “you never clapped your eyes on that Black – Black Dog before, did you, now?”

“Not I, sir,” said Morgan, with a salute.

“You didn’t know his name, did you?”

“No, sir.”

“By the powers, Tom Morgan, it’s as good for you!” exclaimed the landlord. “If you had been mixed up with the like of that, you would never have put another foot in my house, you may lay to that. And what was he saying to you?”

“I don’t rightly know, sir,” answered Morgan.

“Do you call that a head on your shoulders, or a blessed dead-eye?” cried Long John. “Don’t rightly know, don’t you! Perhaps you don’t happen to rightly know who you was speaking to, perhaps? Come, now, what was he jawing – v’yages, cap’ns, ships? Pipe up! What was it?”

“We was a-talkin’ of keel-hauling,” answered Morgan.

“Keel-hauling, was you? and a mighty suitable thing too, and you may lay to that. Get back to your place for a lubber, Tom.”

And then, as Morgan rolled back to his seat, Silver added to me in a confidential whisper, that was very flattering, as I thought:

“He’s quite an honest man, Tom Morgan, on’y stupid. And now,” he ran on again, aloud, “let’s see – Black Dog? No, I don’t know the name, not I. Yet I kind of think I’ve – yes, I’ve seen the swab. He used to come here with a blind beggar, he used.”

“That he did, you may be sure,” said I. “I knew that blind man too. His name was Pew.”

“It was!” cried Silver, now quite excited. “Pew! That were his name for certain. Ah, he looked a shark, he did! If we run down this Black Dog, now, there’ll be news for Cap’n Trelawney! Ben’s a good runner; few seamen run better than Ben. He should run him down, hand over hand, by the powers! He talked o’ keel-hauling, did he? I’ll keel-haul him!”

All the time he was jerking out these phrases he was stumping up and down the tavern on his crutch, slapping tables with his hand, and giving such a show of excitement as would have convinced an Old Bailey judge or a Bow Street runner. My suspicions had been thoroughly re-awakened on finding Black Dog at the “Spy-glass”, and I watched the cook narrowly. But he was too deep, and too ready, and too clever for me, and by the time the two men had come back out of breath, and confessed that they had lost the track in a crowd, and been scolded like thieves, I would have gone bail for the innocence of Long John Silver.

“See here, now, Hawkins,” said he, “here’s a blessed hard thing on a man like me, now, ain’t it? There’s Cap’n Trelawney – what’s he to think? Here I have this confounded son of a Dutchman sitting in my own house, drinking of my own rum! Here you comes and tells me of it plain; and here I let him give us all the slip before my blessed dead-lights! Now, Hawkins, you do me justice with the cap’n. You’re a lad, you are, but you’re as smart as paint. I see that when you first came in. Now, here it is: What could I do, with this old timber I hobble on? When I was an A B master mariner I’d have come up alongside of him, hand over hand, and broached him to in a brace of old shakes, I would; but now –”

And then, all of a sudden, he stopped, and his jaw dropped as though he had remembered something.

“The score!” he burst out. “Three goes o’ rum! Why, shiver my timbers, if I hadn’t forgotten my score!”

And, falling on a bench, he laughed until the tears ran down his cheeks. I could not help joining; and we laughed together, peal after peal, until the tavern rang again.

“Why, what a precious old sea-calf I am!” he said at last, wiping his cheeks. “You and me should get on well, Hawkins, for I’ll take my davy I should be rated ship’s boy. But come now, stand by to go about. This won’t do. Dooty is dooty, messmates. I’ll put on my old cocked hat, and step along of you to Cap’n Trelawney, and report this here affair. For, mind you, it’s serious, young Hawkins; and neither you nor me’s come out of it with what I should make so bold as to call credit. Nor you neither, says you; not smart – none of the pair of us smart. But, dash my buttons! That was a good ’un about my score.”

And he began to laugh again, and that so heartily, that though I did not see the joke as he did, I was again obliged to join him in his mirth.

On our little walk along the quays, he made himself the most interesting companion, telling me about the different ships that we passed by, their rig, tonnage, and nationality, explaining the work that was going forward – how one was discharging, another taking in cargo, and a third making ready for sea; and every now and then telling me some little anecdote of ships or seamen, or repeating a nautical phrase till I had learned it perfectly. I began to see that here was one of the best of possible shipmates.

When we got to the inn, the squire and Dr Livesey were seated together, finishing a quart of ale with a toast in it, before they should go aboard the schooner on a visit of inspection.

Long John told the story from first to last, with a great deal of spirit and the most perfect truth. “That was how it were, now, weren’t it, Hawkins?” he would say, now and again, and I could always bear him entirely out.

The two gentlemen regretted that Black Dog had got away; but we all agreed there was nothing to be done, and after he had been complimented, Long John took up his crutch and departed.

“All hands aboard by four this afternoon,” shouted the squire after him.

“Ay, ay, sir,” cried the cook, in the passage.

“Well, squire,” said Dr Livesey, “I don’t put much faith in your discoveries as a general thing; but I will say this, John Silver suits me.”

“The man’s a perfect trump,” declared the squire.

“And now,” added the doctor, “Jim may come on board with us, may he not?”

“To be sure he may,” says squire. – “Take your hat, Hawkins, and we’ll see the ship.”


CHAPTER IX
Power and Arms

THE HISPANIOLA LAY some way out, and we went under the figureheads and round the sterns of many other ships, and their cables sometimes grated underneath our keel, and sometimes swung above us. At last, however, we got alongside, and were met and saluted as we stepped aboard by the mate, Mr Arrow, a brown old sailor, with earrings in his ears and a squint. He and the squire were very thick and friendly, but I soon observed that things were not the same between Mr Trelawney and the captain.

This last was a sharp-looking man, who seemed angry with everything on board, and was soon to tell us why, for we had hardly got down into the cabin when a sailor followed us.

“Captain Smollett, sir, axing to speak with you,” said he.

“I am always at the captain’s orders. Show him in,” said the squire.

The captain, who was close behind his messenger, entered at once, and shut the door behind him.

“Well, Captain Smollett, what have you to say? All well, I hope; all shipshape and seaworthy?”

“Well, sir,” said the captain, “better speak plain, I believe, even at the risk of offence. I don’t like this cruise; I don’t like the men; and I don’t like my officer. That’s short and sweet.”

“Perhaps, sir, you don’t like the ship?” inquired the squire, very angry, as I could see.

“I can’t speak as to that, sir, not having seen her tried,” said the captain. “She seems a clever craft; more I can’t say.”

“Possibly, sir, you may not like your employer, either?” says the squire.

But here Dr Livesey cut in.

“Stay a bit,” said he, “stay a bit. No use of such questions as that but to produce ill-feeling. The captain has said too much, or he has said too little, and I’m bound to say that I require an explanation of his words. You don’t, you say, like this cruise. Now, why?”

“I was engaged, sir, on what we call sealed orders, to sail this ship for that gentleman where he should bid me,” said the captain. “So far so good. But now I find that every man before the mast knows more than I do. I don’t call that fair, now – do you?”

“No,” said Dr Livesey, “I don’t.”

“Next,” said the captain, “I learn we are going after treasure – hear it from my own hands, mind you. Now, treasure is ticklish work; I don’t like treasure-voyages on any account; and I don’t like them, above all, when they are secret, and when (begging your pardon, Mr Trelawney) the secret has been told to the parrot.”

“Silver’s parrot?” asked the squire.

“It’s a way of speaking,” said the captain. “Blabbed, I mean. It’s my belief neither of you gentlemen know what you are about; but I’ll tell you my way of it – life or death, and a close run.”

“That is all clear, and, I daresay, true enough,” replied Dr Livesey. “We take the risk; but we are not so ignorant as you believe us. – Next, you say you don’t like the crew. Are they not good seamen?”

“I don’t like them, sir,” returned Captain Smollett.

“And I think I should have had the choosing of my own hands, if you go to that.”

“Perhaps you should,” replied the doctor. “My friend should perhaps have taken you along with him; but the slight, if there be one, was unintentional. – And you don’t like Mr Arrow?”

“I don’t, sir. I believe he’s a good seaman; but he’s too free with the crew to be a good officer. A mate should keep himself to himself – shouldn’t drink with the men before the mast!”

“Do you mean he drinks?” cried the squire.

“No, sir,” replied the captain; “only that he’s too familiar.”

“Well, now, and the short and long of it, captain?” asked the doctor. “Tell us what you want.”

“Well, gentlemen, are you determined to go on this cruise?”

“Like iron,” answered the squire.

“Very good,” said the captain. “Then, as you’ve heard me very patiently, saying things that I could not prove, hear me a few words more. They are putting the powder and the arms in the fore-hold. Now, you have a good place under the cabin; why not put them there? – first point. Then you are bringing four of your own people with you, and they tell me some of them are to be berthed forward. Why not give them the berths here beside the cabin? – second point.”

“Any more?” asked Mr Trelawney.

“One more,” said the captain. “There’s been too much blabbing already.”

“Far too much,” agreed the doctor.

“I’ll tell you what I’ve heard myself,” continued Captain Smollett: “that you have a map of an island; that there’s crosses on the map to show where treasure is; and that the island lies —” And then he named the latitude and longitude exactly.

“I never told that,” cried the squire, “to a soul!”

“The hands know it, sir,” returned the captain.

“Livesey, that must have been you or Hawkins,” cried the squire.

“It doesn’t much matter who it was,” replied the doctor. And I could see that neither he nor the captain paid much regard to Mr Trelawney’s protestations. Neither did I, to be sure, he was so loose a talker; yet in this case I believe he was really right, and that nobody had told the situation of the island.

“Well, gentlemen,” continued the captain, “I don’t know who has this map; but I make it a point, it shall be kept secret even from me and Mr Arrow. Otherwise I would ask you to let me resign.”

“I see,” said the doctor. “You wish us to keep this matter dark, and to make a garrison of the stern part of the ship, manned with my friend’s own people, and provided with all the arms and powder on board. In other words, you fear a mutiny.”

“Sir,” said Captain Smollett, “with no intention to take offence, I deny your right to put words into my mouth. No captain, sir, would be justified in going to sea at all if he had ground enough to say that. As for Mr Arrow, I believe him thoroughly honest; some of the men are the same; all may be for what I know. But I am responsible for the ship’s safety and the life of every man-Jack aboard of her. I see things going, as I think, not quite right. And I ask you to take certain precautions, or let me resign my berth. And that’s all.”

“Captain Smollett,” began the doctor, with a smile, “did ever you hear the fable of the mountain and the mouse? You’ll excuse me, I daresay, but you remind me of that fable. When you came in here I’ll stake my wig you meant more than this.”

“Doctor,” said the captain, “you are smart. When I came in here I meant to get discharged. I had no thought that Mr Trelawney would hear a word.”

“No more I would,” cried the squire. “Had Livesey not been here, I should have seen you to the deuce. As it is, I have heard you. I will do as you desire; but I think the worse of you.”

“That’s as you please, sir,” said the captain. “You’ll find I do my duty.”

And with that he took his leave.

“Trelawney,” said the doctor, “contrary to all my notions, I believe you have managed to get two honest men on board with you – that man and John Silver.”

“Silver, if you like,” cried the squire; “but as for that intolerable humbug, I declare I think his conduct unmanly, unsailorly, and downright un-English.”

“Well,” says the doctor, “we shall see.”

When we came on deck, the men had begun already to take out the arms and powder, yo-ho-ing at their work, while the captain and Mr Arrow stood by superintending.

The new arrangement was quite to my liking. The whole schooner had been overhauled; six berths had been made astern, out of what had been the after-part of the main hold; and this set of cabins was only joined to the galley and forecastle by a sparred passage on the port side. It had been originally meant that the captain, Mr Arrow, Hunter, Joyce, the doctor, and the squire, were to occupy these six berths. Now, Redruth and I were to get two of them, and Mr Arrow and the captain were to sleep on deck in the companion, which had been enlarged on each side till you might almost have called it a round-house. Very low it was still, of course; but there was room to swing two hammocks, and even the mate seemed pleased with the arrangement. Even he, perhaps, had been doubtful as to the crew, but that is only guess; for, as you shall hear, we had not long the benefit of his opinion.

We were all hard at work, changing the powder and the berths, when the last man or two, and Long John along with them, came off in a shore-boat.

The cook came up the side like a monkey for cleverness, and, as soon as he saw what was doing, “So ho, mates!” says he, “what’s this?”

“We’re a-changing of the powder, Jack,” answers one.

“Why, by the powers,” cried Long John, “if we do, we’ll miss the morning tide!”

“My orders!” said the captain shortly. “You may go below, my man. Hands will want supper.”

“Ay, ay, sir,” answered the cook; and, touching his forelock, he disappeared at once in the direction of his galley.

“That’s a good man, captain,” said the doctor.

“Very likely, sir,” replied Captain Smollett. – “Easy with that, men – easy,” he ran on, to the fellows who were shifting the powder; and then suddenly observing me examining the swivel we carried amidships, a long brass nine – “Here, you ship’s boy,” he cried, “out o’ that! Off with you to the cook and get some work.”

And then, as I was hurrying off, I heard him say, quite loudly, to the doctor:

“I’ll have no favourites on my ship.”

I assure you I was quite of the squire’s way of thinking, and hated the captain deeply.


CHAPTER X
The Voyage

ALL THAT NIGHT we were in a great bustle getting things stowed in their place, and boatfuls of the squire’s friends, Mr Blandly and the like, coming off to wish him a good voyage and a safe return. We never had a night at the “Admiral Benbow” when I had half the work; and I was dog-tired when, a little before dawn, the boatswain sounded his pipe, and the crew began to man the capstan-bars. I might have been twice as weary, yet I would not have left the deck; all was so new and interesting to me – the brief commands, the shrill note of the whistle, the men bustling to their places in the glimmer of the ship’s lanterns.

“Now, Barbecue, tip us a stave,” cried one voice.

“The old one,” cried another.

“Ay, ay, mates,” said Long John, who was standing by, with his crutch under his arm, and at once broke out in the air and words I knew so well:


“Fifteen men on the dead man’s chest” –



and then the whole crew bore chorus:


“Yo-ho-ho, and a bottle of rum!”



And at the third “ho!” drove the bars before them with a will.

Even at that exciting moment it carried me back to the old “Admiral Benbow” in a second; and I seemed to hear the voice of the captain piping in the chorus. But soon the anchor was short up; soon it was hanging dripping at the bows; soon the sails began to draw, and the land and shipping to flit by on either side; and before I could lie down to snatch an hour of slumber the Hispaniola had begun her voyage to the Isle of Treasure.

I am not going to relate that voyage in detail. It was fairly prosperous. The ship proved to be a good ship, the crew were capable seamen, and the captain thoroughly understood his business. But before we came the length of Treasure Island two or three things had happened which require to be known.

Mr Arrow, first of all, turned out even worse than the captain had feared. He had no command among the men, and people did what they pleased with him. But that was by no means the worst of it; for after a day or two at sea he began to appear on deck with hazy eye, red cheeks, stuttering tongue, and other marks of drunkenness. Time after time he was ordered below in disgrace. Sometimes he fell and cut himself; sometimes he lay all day long in his little bunk at one side of the companion; sometimes for a day or two he would be almost sober, and attend to his work at least passably.

In the meantime we could never make out where he got the drink. That was the ship’s mystery. Watch him as we pleased, we could do nothing to solve it; and when we asked him to his face, he would only laugh, if he were drunk, and if he were sober, deny solemnly that he ever tasted anything but water.

He was not only useless as an officer, and a bad influence amongst the men, but it was plain that at this rate he must soon kill himself outright; so nobody was much surprised, nor very sorry, when one dark night, with a head sea, he disappeared entirely and was seen no more.

“Overboard!” said the captain. “Well, gentlemen, that saves the trouble of putting him in irons.”

But there we were, without a mate; and it was necessary, of course, to advance one of the men. The boatswain, Job Anderson, was the likeliest man aboard, and, though he kept his old title, he served in a way as mate. Mr Trelawney had followed the sea, and his knowledge made him very useful, for he often took a watch himself in easy weather. And the coxswain, Israel Hands, was a careful, wily, old, experienced seaman, who could be trusted at a pinch with almost anything.

He was a great confidant of Long John Silver, and so the mention of his name leads me on to speak of our ship’s cook, Barbecue, as the men called him.

Aboard-ship he carried his crutch by a lanyard round his neck, to have both hands as free as possible. It was something to see him wedge the foot of the crutch against a bulkhead, and, propped against it, yielding to every movement of the ship, get on with his cooking like someone safe ashore. Still more strange was it to see him in the heaviest of weather cross the deck. He had a line or two rigged up to help him across the widest spaces – Long John’s earrings, they were called; and he would hand himself from one place to another, now using the crutch, now trailing it alongside by the lanyard, as quickly as another man could walk. Yet some of the men who had sailed with him before expressed their pity to see him so reduced.

“He’s no common man, Barbecue,” said the coxswain to me. “He had good schooling in his young days, and can speak like a book when so minded; and brave – a lion’s nothing alongside of Long John! I seen him grapple four, and knock their heads together – him unarmed.”

All the crew respected, and even obeyed him. He had a way of talking to each, and doing everybody some particular service. To me he was unweariedly kind; and always glad to see me in the galley, which he kept as clean as a new pin; the dishes hanging up burnished, and his parrot in a cage in one corner.

“Come away, Hawkins,” he would say; “come and have a yarn with John. Nobody more welcome than yourself, my son. Sit you down and hear the news. Here’s Cap’n Flint – I calls my parrot Cap’n Flint, after the famous buccaneer – here’s Cap’n Flint predicting success to our v’yage. – Wasn’t you, cap’n?”

And the parrot would say, with great rapidity, “Pieces of eight! pieces of eight! pieces of eight!” till you wondered that it was not out of breath, or till John threw his handkerchief over the cage.

“Now, that bird,” he would say, “is, maybe, two hundred years old, Hawkins – they lives for ever mostly; and if anybody’s seen more wickedness, it must be the devil himself. She’s sailed with England, the great Cap’n England, the pirate. She’s been at Madagascar, and at Malabar, and Surinam, and Providence, and Portobello. She was at the fishing up of the wrecked plate ships. It’s there she learned ‘Pieces of eight,’ and little wonder; three hundred and fifty thousand of ’em, Hawkins! She was at the boarding of the Viceroy of the Indies out of Goa, she was; and to look at her you would think she was a babby. But you smelt powder – didn’t you, cap’n?”

“Stand by to go about,” the parrot would scream.

“Ah, she’s a handsome craft, she is,” the cook would say, and give her sugar from his pocket, and then the bird would peck at the bars and swear straight on, passing belief for wickedness. “There,” John would add, “you can’t touch pitch and not be mucked, lad. Here’s this poor old innocent bird o’ mine swearing blue fire, and none the wiser, you may lay to that. She would swear the same, in a manner of speaking, before chaplain.” And John would touch his forelock with a solemn way he had, that made me think he was the best of men.

In the meantime the squire and Captain Smollett were still on pretty distant terms with one another. The squire made no bones about the matter; he despised the captain. The captain, on his part, never spoke but when he was spoken to, and then sharp and short and dry, and not a word wasted. He owned, when driven into a corner, that he seemed to have been wrong about the crew, that some of them were as brisk as he wanted to see, and all had behaved fairly well. As for the ship, he had taken a downright fancy to her. “She’ll lie a point nearer the wind than a man has a right to expect of his own married wife, sir. But,” he would add, “all I say is we’re not home again, and I don’t like the cruise.”

The squire, at this, would turn away and march up and down the deck, chin in air.

“A trifle more of that man,” he would say, “and I should explode.”

We had some heavy weather, which only proved the qualities of the Hispaniola. Every man on board seemed well content, and they must have been hard to please if they had been otherwise; for it is my belief there was never a ship’s company so spoiled since Noah put to sea. Double grog was going on the least excuse; there was duff on odd days, as, for instance, if the squire heard it was any man’s birthday, and always a barrel of apples standing broached in the waist, for any one to help himself that had a fancy.

“Never knew good come of it yet,” the captain said to Dr Livesey. “Spoil foc’s’le hands, make devils. That’s my belief.”

But good did come of the apple-barrel, as you shall hear; for if it had not been for that we should have had no note of warning, and might all have perished by the hand of treachery.

This was how it came about.

We had run up the trades to get the wind of the island we were after – I am not allowed to be more plain, – and now we were running down for it with a bright look-out day and night. It was about the last day of our outward voyage, by the largest computation; some time that night, or, at latest, before noon of the morrow, we should sight the Treasure Island. We were heading S.S.W., and had a steady breeze abeam and a quiet sea. The Hispaniola rolled steadily, dipping her bowsprit now and then with a whiff of spray. All was drawing alow and aloft; every one was in the bravest spirits, because we were now so near an end of the first part of our adventure.

Now, just after sundown, when all my work was over, and I was on my way to my berth, it occurred to me that I should like an apple. I ran on deck. The watch was all forward looking out for the island. The man at the helm was watching the luff of the sail, and whistling away gently to himself; and that was the only sound excepting the swish of the sea against the bows and around the sides of the ship.

In I got bodily into the apple-barrel, and found there was scarce an apple left; but, sitting down there in the dark, what with the sound of the waters and the rocking movement of the ship, I had either fallen asleep, or was on the point of doing so, when a heavy man sat down with rather a clash close by. The barrel shook as he leaned his shoulders against it, and I was just about to jump up when the man began to speak. It was Silver’s voice, and, before I had heard a dozen words, I would not have shown myself for all the world, but lay there, trembling and listening, in the extreme of fear and curiosity; for from these dozen words I understood that the lives of all the honest men aboard depended upon me alone.


CHAPTER XI
What I heard in the Apple-Barrel

“NO NOT I,” said Silver. “Flint was cap’n; I was quartermaster, along of my timber leg. The same broadside I lost my leg old Pew lost his dead-lights. It was a master surgeon, him that ampytated me – out of college and all – Latin by the bucket, and what not; but he was hanged like a dog, and sundried like the rest, at Corso Castle. That was Roberts’ men, that was, and comed of changing names to their ships – Royal Fortune and so on. Now, what a ship was christened, so let her stay, I says. So it was with the Cassandra, as brought us all safe home from Malabar, after England took the Viceroy of the Indies; so it was with the old Walrus, Flint’s old ship, as I’ve seen a-muck with the red blood and fit to sink with gold.”

“Ah!” cried another voice, that of the youngest hand on board, and evidently full of admiration, “he was the flower of the flock, was Flint!”

“Davis was a man, too, by all accounts,” said Silver. “I never sailed along of him; first with England, then with Flint, that’s my story; and now here on my own account, in a manner of speaking. I laid by nine hundred safe, from England, and two thousand after Flint. That ain’t bad for a man before the mast – all safe in bank. ’Tain’t earning now, it’s saving does it, you may lay to that. Where’s all England’s men now? I dunno. Where’s Flint’s? Why, most on ’em aboard here, and glad to get the duff – been begging before that, some on ’em. Old Pew, as had lost his sight, and might have thought shame, spends twelve hundred pound in a year, like a lord in Parliament. Where is he now? Well, he’s dead now and under hatches; but for two year before that, shiver my timbers! the man was starving. He begged, and he stole, and he cut throats, and starved at that, by the powers!”

“Well, it ain’t much use, after all,” said the young seaman.

“ ’Tain’t much use for fools, you may lay to it – that, nor nothing,” cried Silver. “But now, you look here: you’re young, you are, but you’re as smart as paint. I see that when I set my eyes on you, and I’ll talk to you like a man.”

You may imagine how I felt when I heard this abominable old rogue addressing another in the very same words of flattery as he had used to myself. I think, if I had been able, that I would have killed him through the barrel. Meantime he ran on, little supposing he was overheard.

“Here it is about gentlemen of fortune. They lives rough, and they risk swinging, but they eat and drink like fighting cocks, and when a cruise is done, why, it’s hundreds of pounds instead of hundreds of farthings in their pockets. Now, the most goes for rum and a good fling, and to sea again in their shirts. But that’s not the course I lay. I puts it all away, some here, some there, and none too much anywheres, by reason of suspicion. I’m fifty, mark you; once back from this cruise, I set up gentleman in earnest. Time enough, too, says you. Ah, but I’ve lived easy in the meantime; never denied myself o’ nothing heart desires, and slep’ soft and ate dainty all my days, but when at sea. And how did I begin? Before the mast, like you!”

“Well,” said the other, “but all the other money’s gone now, ain’t it? You daren’t show face in Bristol after this.”

“Why, where might you suppose it was?” asked Silver derisively.

“At Bristol, in banks and places,” answered his companion.

“It were,” said the cook; “it were when we weighed anchor. But my old missis has it all by now. And the ‘Spy-glass’ is sold, lease and goodwill and rigging; and the old girl’s off to meet me. I would tell you where, for I trust you; but it ’ud make jealousy among the mates.”

“And can you trust your missis?” asked the other.

“Gentlemen of fortune,” returned the cook, “usually trusts little among themselves, and right they are, you may lay to it. But I have a way with me, I have. When a mate brings a slip on his cable – one as knows me, I mean – it won’t be in the same world with old John. There was some that was feared of Pew, and some that was feared of Flint; but Flint his own self was feared of me. Feared he was, and proud. They was the roughest crew afloat, was Flint’s; the devil himself would have been feared to go to sea with them. Well, now, I tell you, I’m not a boasting man, and you seen yourself how easy I keep company; but when I was quartermaster, lambs wasn’t the word for Flint’s old buccaneers. Ah, you may be sure of yourself in old John’s ship.”

“Well, I tell you now,” replied the lad, “I didn’t half a quarter like the job till I had this talk with you, John; but there’s my hand on it now.”

“And a brave lad you were, and smart too,” answered Silver, shaking hands so heartily that all the barrel shook, “and a finer figurehead for a gentleman of fortune I never clapped my eyes on.”

By this time I had begun to understand the meaning of their terms. By a “gentleman of fortune” they plainly meant neither more nor less than a common pirate, and the little scene that I had overheard was the last act in the corruption of one of the honest hands – perhaps of the last one left aboard. But on this point I was soon to be relieved, for, Silver giving a little whistle, a third man strolled up and sat down by the party.

“Dick’s square,” said Silver.

“Oh, I know’d Dick was square,” returned the voice of the coxswain, Israel Hands. “He’s no fool, is Dick.” And he turned his quid and spat. “But, look here,” he went on, “here’s what I want to know, Barbecue: how long are we a-going to stand off and on like a blessed bumboat? I’ve had a’most enough o’ Cap’n Smollett; he’s hazed me long enough, by thunder! I want to go into that cabin, I do. I want their pickles and wines, and that.”

“Israel,” said Silver, “your head ain’t much account, nor ever was. But you’re able to hear, I reckon; leastways, your ears is big enough. Now, here’s what I say: you’ll berth forward, and you’ll live hard, and you’ll speak soft, and you’ll keep sober, till I give the word; and you may lay to that, my son.”

“Well, I don’t say no, do I?” growled the coxswain. “What I say is, when? That’s what I say.”

“When! by the powers!” cried Silver. “Well now, if you want to know, I’ll tell you when. The last moment I can manage; and that’s when. Here’s a first-rate seaman, Cap’n Smollett, sails the blessed ship for us. Here’s this squire and doctor with a map and such – I don’t know where it is, do I? No more do you, says you. Well, then, I mean this squire and doctor shall find the stuff, and help us to get it aboard, by the powers. Then we’ll see. If I was sure of you all, sons of double Dutchmen, I’d have Cap’n Smollett navigate us halfway back again before I struck.”

“Why, we’re all seamen aboard here, I should think,” said the lad Dick.

“We’re all fo’c’sle hands, you mean,” snapped Silver. “We can steer a course, but who’s to set one? That’s what all you gentlemen split on, first and last. If I had my way, I’d have Cap’n Smollett work us back into the trades at least; then we’d have no blessed miscalculations and a spoonful of water a day. But I know the sort you are. I’ll finish with ’em at the island, as soon’s the blunt’s on board, and a pity it is. But you’re never happy till you’re drunk. Split my sides, I’ve a sick heart to sail with the likes of you!”

“Easy all, Long John,” cried Israel. Who’s a-crossin’ of you?”

“Why, how many tall ships, think ye, now, have I seen laid aboard? and how many brisk lads drying in the sun at Execution Dock?” cried Silver, “and all for this same hurry and hurry and hurry. You hear me? I seen a thing or two at sea, I have. If you would on’y lay your course, and a p’int to windward, you would ride in carriages, you would. But not you! I know you. You’ll have your mouthful of rum tomorrow, and go hang.”

“Everybody know’d you was a kind of a chapling, John; but there’s others as could hand and steer as well as you,” said Israel. “They liked a bit o’ fun, they did. They wasn’t so high and dry, nohow, but took their fling, like jolly companions every one.”

“So?” says Silver. “Well, and where are they now? Pew was that sort, and he died a beggarman. Flint was, and he died of rum at Savannah. Ah, they was a sweet crew, they was! on’y, where are they?”

“But,” asked Dick, “when we do lay ’em athwart, what are we to do with ’em, anyhow?”

“There’s the man for me!” cried the cook, admiringly. “That’s what I call business. Well, what would you think? Put ’em ashore like maroons? That would have been England’s way. Or cut ’em down like that much pork? That would have been Flint’s or Billy Bones’s.”

“Billy was the man for that,” said Israel. “ ‘Dead men don’t bite,’ says he. Well, he’s dead now hisself; he knows the long and short on it now; and if ever a rough hand come to port, it was Billy.”

“Right you are,” said Silver, “rough and ready. But mark you here: I’m an easy man – I’m quite the gentleman, says you; but this time it’s serious. Dooty is dooty, mates. I give my vote – death. When I’m in Parlyment, and riding in my coach, I don’t want none of these sea-lawyers in the cabin a-coming home, unlooked for, like the devil at prayers. Wait is what I say, but when the time comes, why, let her rip.”

“John,” cries the coxswain, “you’re a man!”

“You’ll say so, Israel, when you see,” said Silver.

“Only one thing I claim – I claim Trelawney. I’ll wring his calf’s head off his body with these hands. Dick!” he added, breaking off, “you just jump up, like a sweet lad, and get me an apple, to wet my pipe like.”

You may fancy the terror I was in! I should have leaped out and run for it if I had found the strength; but my limbs and heart alike misgave me. I heard Dick begin to rise, and then some one seemingly stopped him, and the voice of Hands exclaimed:

“Oh, stow that! Don’t you get sucking of that bilge, John. Let’s have a go of the rum.”

“Dick,” said Silver, “I trust you. I’ve a gauge on the keg, mind. There’s the key; you fill a pannikin and bring it up.”

Terrified as I was, I could not help thinking to myself that this must have been how Mr Arrow got the strong waters that destroyed him.

Dick was gone but a little while, and during his absence Israel spoke straight on in the cook’s ear. It was but a word or two that I could catch, and yet I gathered some important news; for, besides other scraps that tended to the same purpose, this whole clause was audible: “Not another man of them’ll jine.” Hence there were still faithful men on board.

When Dick returned, one after another of the trio took the pannikin and drank – one “To luck”; another with a “Here’s to old Flint”; and Silver himself saying, in a kind of song, “Here’s to ourselves, and hold your luff, plenty of prizes and plenty of duff.”

Just then a sort of brightness fell upon me in the barrel, and, looking up, I found the moon had risen, and was silvering the mizzen-top and shining white on the luff of the fore-sail; and almost at the same time the voice of the look-out shouted “Land ho!”


CHAPTER XII
Council of War

THERE WAS A great rush of feet across the deck. I could hear people tumbling up from the cabin and the foc’s’le; and, slipping in an instant outside my barrel, I dived behind the fore-sail, made a double towards the stern, and came out upon the open deck in time to join Hunter and Dr Livesey in the rush for the weather bow.

There all hands were already congregated. A belt of fog had lifted almost simultaneously with the appearance of the moon. Away to the south-west of us we saw two low hills, about a couple of miles apart, and rising behind one of them a third and higher hill, whose peak was still buried in the fog. All three seemed sharp and conical in figure.

So much I saw, almost in a dream, for I had not yet recovered from my horrid fear of a minute or two before. And then I heard the voice of Captain Smollett issuing orders. The Hispaniola was laid a couple of points nearer the wind, and now sailed a course that would just clear the island on the east.

“And now, men,” said the captain, when all was sheeted home, “has any one of you ever seen that land ahead?”

“I have, sir,” said Silver. “I’ve watered there with a trader I was cook in.”

“The anchorage is on the south, behind an islet, I fancy?” asked the captain.

“Yes, sir; Skeleton Island they calls it. It were a main place for pirates once, and a hand we had on board knowed all their names for it. That hill to the nor’ard they calls the Fore-mast Hill; there are three hills in a row running south’ard – fore, main, and mizzen, sir. But the main – that’s the big ’un with the cloud on it – they usually calls the Spy-glass, by reason of a lookout they kept when they was in the anchorage cleaning; for it’s there they cleaned their ships, sir, asking your pardon.”

“I have a chart here,” says Captain Smollett. “See if that’s the place.”

Long John’s eyes burned in his head as he took the chart; but, by the fresh look of the paper, I knew he was doomed to disappointment This was not the map we found in Billy Bones’s chest, but an accurate copy, complete in all things – names and heights and soundings – with the single exception of the red crosses and the written notes. Sharp as must have been his annoyance, Silver had the strength of mind to hide it.

“Yes, sir,” said he, “this is the spot, to be sure; and very prettily drawed out. Who might have done that, I wonder? The pirates were too ignorant, I reckon. Ay, here it is: ‘Capt. Kidd’s Anchorage’ – just the name my shipmate called it. There’s a strong current runs along the south, and then away nor’ard up the west coast. Right you was, sir,” says he, “to haul your wind and keep the weather of the island. Leastways, if such was your intention as to enter and careen, and there ain’t no better place for that in these waters.”

“Thank you, my man,” says Captain Smollett.

“I’ll ask you, later on, to give us a help. You may go.”

I was surprised at the coolness with which John avowed his knowledge of the island; and I own I was half-frightened when I saw him drawing nearer to myself. He did not know, to be sure, that I had overheard his council from the apple-barrel, and yet I had, by this time, taken such a horror of his cruelty, duplicity, and power, that I could scarce conceal a shudder when he laid his hand upon my arm.

“Ah,” says he, “this here is a sweet spot, this island – a sweet spot for a lad to get ashore on. You’ll bathe, and you’ll climb trees, and you’ll hunt goats, you will; and you’ll get aloft on them hills like a goat yourself. Why, it makes me young again. I was going to forget my timber leg, I was. It’s a pleasant thing to be young, and have ten toes, and you may lay to that. When you want to go a bit of exploring, you just ask old John, and he’ll put up a snack for you to take along.”

And clapping me in the friendliest way upon the shoulder, he hobbled off forward, and went below.

Captain Smollett, the squire, and Dr Livesey were talking together on the quarter-deck, and, anxious as I was to tell them my story, I durst not interrupt them openly. While I was still casting about in my thoughts to find some probable excuse, Dr Livesey called me to his side. He had left his pipe below, and, being a slave to tobacco, had meant that I should fetch it; but as soon as I was near enough to speak and not to be overheard, I broke out immediately: “Doctor, let me speak. Get the captain and squire down to the cabin, and then make some pretence to send for me. I have terrible news.”

The doctor changed countenance a little, but next moment he was master of himself.

“Thank you, Jim,” said he, quite loudly, “that was all I wanted to know,” as if he had asked me a question.

And with that he turned on his heel and rejoined the other two. They spoke together for a little, and though none of them started, or raised his voice, or so much as whistled, it was plain enough that Dr Livesey had communicated my request; for the next thing that I heard was the captain giving an order to Job Anderson, and all hands were piped on deck.

“My lads,” said Captain Smollett, “I’ve a word to say to you. This land that we have sighted is the place we have been sailing to. Mr Trelawney, being a very open-handed gentleman, as we all know, has just asked me a word or two, and as I was able to tell him that every man on board had done his duty, alow and aloft, as I never ask to see it done better, why, he and I and the doctor are going below to the cabin to drink your health and luck, and you’ll have grog served out for you to drink our health and luck. I’ll tell you what I think of this: I think it handsome. And if you think as I do, you’ll give a good sea cheer for the gentleman that does it.”

The cheer followed – that was a matter of course; but it rang out so full and hearty that I confess I could hardly believe these same men were plotting for our blood.

“One more cheer for Cap’n Smollett,” cried Long John, when the first had subsided.

And this also was given with a will.

On the top of that the three gentlemen went below, and not long after, word was sent forward that Jim Hawkins was wanted in the cabin.

I found them all three seated round the table, a bottle of Spanish wine and some raisins before them, and the doctor smoking away, with his wig on his lap, and that, I knew, was a sign that he was agitated. The stern window was open, for it was a warm night, and you could see the moon shining behind on the ship’s wake.

“Now, Hawkins,” said the squire, “you have something to say. Speak up.”

I did as I was bid, and, as short as I could make it, told the whole details of Silver’s conversation. Nobody interrupted me till I was done, nor did any one of the three of them make so much as a movement, but they kept their eyes upon my face from first to last.

“Jim,” said Dr Livesey, “take a seat.”

And they made me sit down at table beside them, poured me out a glass of wine, filled my hands with raisins, and all three, one after the other, and each with a bow, drank my good health, and their service to me, for my luck and courage.

“Now, captain,” said the squire, “you were right, and I was wrong. I own myself an ass, and I await your orders.”

“No more an ass than I, sir,” returned the captain. “I never heard of a crew that meant to mutiny but what showed signs before, for any man that had an eye in his head to see the mischief and take steps according. But this crew,” he added, “beats me.”

“Captain,” said the doctor, “with your permission, that’s Silver. A very remarkable man.”

“He’d look remarkably well from a yard-arm, sir,” returned the captain. “But this is talk; this don’t lead to anything. I see three or four points, and with Mr Trelawney’s permission, I’ll name them.”

“You, sir, are the captain. It is for you to speak,” says Mr Trelawney grandly.

“First point,” began Mr Smollett: “we must go on, because we can’t turn back. If I gave the word to go about, they would rise at once. Second point: we have time before us – at least, until this treasure’s found. Third point: there are faithful hands. Now, sir, it’s got to come to blows sooner or later; and what I propose is, to take time by the forelock, as the saying is, and come to blows some fine day when they least expect it. We can count, I take it, on your own home servants, Mr Trelawney?”

“As upon myself,” declared the squire.

“Three,” reckoned the captain, “ourselves make seven, counting Hawkins, here. Now, about the honest hands?”

“Most likely Trelawney’s own men,” said the doctor; “those he had picked up for himself, before he lit on Silver.”

“Nay,” replied the squire, “Hands was one of mine.”

“I did think I could have trusted Hands,” added the captain.

“And to think that they’re all Englishmen!” broke out the squire. “Sir, I could find it in my heart to blow the ship up.”

“Well, gentlemen,” said the captain, “the best that I can say is not much. We must lay-to, if you please, and keep a bright look-out. It’s trying on a man, I know. It would be pleasanter to come to blows. But there’s no help for it till we know our men. Lay-to, and whistle for a wind, that’s my view.”

“Jim here,” said the doctor, “can help us more than any one. The men are not shy with him, and Jim is a noticing lad.”

“Hawkins, I put prodigious faith in you,” added the squire.

I began to feel pretty desperate at this, for I felt altogether helpless; and yet, by an odd train of circumstances, it was indeed through me that safety came. In the meantime, talk as we pleased, there were only seven out of the twenty-six on whom we knew we could rely; and out of these seven one was a boy, so that the grown men on our side were six to their nineteen.



PART III

My Shore Adventure




CHAPTER XIII
How I began my Shore Adventure

THE APPEARANCE OF the island when I came on deck next morning was altogether changed. Although the breeze had now utterly failed, we had made a great deal of way during the night, and were now lying becalmed about half a mile to the south-east of the low eastern coast. Grey-coloured woods covered a large part of the surface. This even tint was indeed broken up by streaks of yellow sandbreak in the lower lands, and by many tall trees of the pine family, out-topping the others – some singly, some in clumps; but the general colouring was uniform and sad. The hills ran up clear above the vegetation in spires of naked rock. All were strangely shaped, and the Spy-glass, which was by three or four hundred feet the tallest on the island, was likewise the strangest in configuration, running up sheer from almost every side, and then suddenly cut off at the top like a pedestal to put a statue on.

The Hispaniola was rolling scuppers under in the ocean swell. The booms were tearing at the blocks, the rudder was banging to and fro, and the whole ship creaking, groaning, and jumping like a manufactory. I had to cling tight to the backstay, and the world turned giddily before my eyes; for though I was a good enough sailor when there was way on, this standing still and being rolled about like a bottle was a thing I never learned to stand without a qualm or so, above all in the morning, on an empty stomach.

Perhaps it was this – perhaps it was the look of the island, with its grey, melancholy woods, and wild stone spires, and the surf that we could both see and hear foaming and thundering on the steep beach – at least, although the sun shone bright and hot, and the shore-birds were fishing and crying all around us, and you would have thought any one would have been glad to get to land after being so long at sea, my heart sank, as the saying is, into my boots; and from that first look onward I hated the very thought of Treasure Island.

We had a dreary morning’s work before us, for there was no sign of any wind, and the boats had to be got out and manned, and the ship warped three or four miles round the corner of the island, and up the narrow passage to the haven behind Skeleton Island. I volunteered for one of the boats, where I had, of course, no business. The heat was sweltering, and the men grumbled fiercely over their work. Anderson was in command of my boat, and instead of keeping the crew in order, he grumbled as loud as the worst.

“Well,” he said, with an oath, “it’s not for ever.”

I thought this was a very bad sign; for, up to that day, the men had gone briskly and willingly about their business; but the very sight of the island had relaxed the cords of discipline.

All the way in, Long John stood by the steersman and conned the ship. He knew the passage like the palm of his hand; and though the man in the chains got everywhere more water than was down in the chart, John never hesitated once.

“There’s a strong scour with the ebb,” he said, “and this here passage has been dug out, in a manner of speaking, with a spade.”

We brought up just where the anchor was in the chart, about a third of a mile from either shore, the mainland on one side, and Skeleton Island on the other. The bottom was clean sand. The plunge of our anchor sent up clouds of birds wheeling and crying over the woods; but in less than a minute they were down again, and all was once more silent.

The place was entirely land-locked, buried in woods, the trees coming right down to high-water mark, the shores mostly flat, and the hilltops standing round at a distance in a sort of amphitheatre, one here, one there. Two little rivers, or, rather, two swamps, emptied out into this pond, as you might call it; and the foliage round that part of the shore had a kind of poisonous brightness. From the ship we could see nothing of the house or stockade, for they were quite buried among trees; and if it had not been for the chart on the companion, we might have been the first that had ever anchored there since the island arose out of the seas.

There was not a breath of air moving, nor a sound but that of the surf booming half a mile away along the beaches and against the rocks outside. A peculiar stagnant smell hung over the anchorage – a smell of sodden leaves and rotting tree-trunks. I observed the doctor sniffing and sniffing, like some one tasting a bad egg.

“I don’t know about treasure,” he said, “but I’ll stake my wig there’s fever here.”

If the conduct of the men had been alarming in the boat, it became truly threatening when they had come aboard. They lay about the deck growling together in talk. The slightest order was received with a black look, and grudgingly and carelessly obeyed. Even the honest hands must have caught the infection, for there was not one man aboard to mend another. Mutiny, it was plain, hung over us like a thundercloud.

And it was not only we of the cabin party who perceived the danger. Long John was hard at work going from group to group, spending himself in good advice, and as for example no man could have shown a better. He fairly outstripped himself in willingness and civility; he was all smiles to everyone. If an order were given, John would be on his crutch in an instant, with the cheeriest “Ay, ay, sir!” in the world; and when there was nothing else to do, he kept up one song after another, as if to conceal the discontent of the rest.

Of all the gloomy features of that gloomy afternoon, this obvious anxiety on the part of Long John appeared the worst.

We held a council in the cabin.

“Sir,” said the captain, “if I risk another order, the whole ship’ll come about our ears by the run. You see, sir, here it is. I get a rough answer, do I not? Well, if I speak back, pikes will be going in two shakes; if I don’t, Silver will see there’s something under that, and the game’s up. Now, we’ve only one man to rely on.”

“And who is that?” asked the squire.

“Silver, sir,” returned the captain; “he’s as anxious as you and I to smother things up. This is a tiff; he’d soon talk ’em out of it if he had the chance, and what I propose to do is to give him the chance. Let’s allow the men an afternoon ashore. If they all go, why, we’ll fight the ship. If they none of them go – well, then, we hold the cabin, and God defend the right. If some go, you mark my words, sir, Silver’ll bring ’em aboard again as mild as lambs.”

It was so decided; loaded pistols were served out to all the sure men; Hunter, Joyce, and Redruth were taken into our confidence, and received the news with less surprise and a better spirit than we had looked for, and then the captain went on deck and addressed the crew.

“My lads,” said he, “we’ve had a hot day, and are all tired and out of sorts. A turn ashore’ll hurt nobody – the boats are still in the water; you can take the gigs, and as many as please can go ashore for the afternoon. I’ll fire a gun half an hour before sundown.”

I believe the silly fellows must have thought they would break their shins over treasure as soon as they were landed; for they all came out of their sulks in a moment, and gave a cheer that started the echo in a far-away hill, and sent the birds once more flying and squalling round the anchorage.

The captain was too bright to be in the way. He whipped out of sight in a moment, leaving Silver to arrange the party; and I fancy it was as well he did so. Had he been on deck, he could no longer so much as have pretended not to understand the situation. It was as plain as day. Silver was the captain and a mighty rebellious crew he had of it. The honest hands – and I was soon to see it proved that there were such on board – must have been very stupid fellows. Or, rather, I suppose the truth was this, that all hands were disaffected by the example of the ringleaders – only some more, some less; and a few, being good fellows in the main, could neither be led nor driven any further. It is one thing to be idle and skulk, and quite another to take a ship and murder a number of innocent men.

At last, however, the party was made up. Six fellows were to stay on board, and the remaining thirteen, including Silver, began to embark.

Then it was that there came into my head the first of the mad notions that contributed so much to save our lives. If six men were left by Silver, it was plain our party could not take and fight the ship; and since only six were left, it was equally plain that the cabin party had no present need of my assistance. It occurred to me at once to go ashore. In a jiffy I had slipped over the side, and curled up in the fore-sheets of the nearest boat, and almost at the same moment she shoved off.

No one took notice of me, only the bow oar saying, “Is that you, Jim? Keep your head down.” But Silver, from the other boat, looked sharply over and called out to know if that were me; and from that moment I began to regret what I had done.

The crews raced for the beach; but the boat I was in, having some start, and being at once the lighter and the better manned, shot far ahead of her consort, and the bow had struck among the shoreside trees, and I had caught a branch and swung myself out, and plunged into the nearest thicket, while Silver and the rest were still a hundred yards behind.

“Jim, Jim!” I heard him shouting.

But you may suppose I paid no heed; jumping, ducking, and breaking through, I ran straight before my nose, till I could run no longer.


CHAPTER XIV
The First Blow

I WAS SO pleased at having given the slip to Long John, that I began to enjoy myself and look around me with some interest on the strange land that I was in.

I had crossed a marshy tract full of willows, bulrushes, and odd, outlandish, swampy trees; and I had now come out upon the skirts of an open piece of undulating, sandy country, about a mile long, dotted with a few pines, and a great number of contorted trees, not unlike the oak in growth, but pale in the foliage, like willows. On the far side of the open stood one of the hills, with two quaint, craggy peaks, shining vividly in the sun.

I now felt for the first time the joy of exploration. The isle was uninhabited; my shipmates I had left behind, and nothing lived in front of me but dumb brutes and fowls. I turned hither and thither among the trees. Here and there were flowering plants, unknown to me; here and there I saw snakes, and one raised his head from a ledge of rock and hissed at me with a noise not unlike the spinning of a top. Little did I suppose that he was a deadly enemy, and that the noise was the famous rattle.

Then I came to a long thicket of these oak-like trees – live, or evergreen, oaks, I heard afterwards they should be called – which grew low along the sand like brambles, the boughs curiously twisted, the foliage compact, like thatch. The thicket stretched down from the top of one of the sandy knolls, spreading and growing taller as it went, until it reached the margin of the broad, reedy fen, through which the nearest of the little rivers soaked its way into the anchorage. The marsh was steaming in the strong sun, and the outline of the Spy-glass trembled through the haze.

All at once there began to go a sort of bustle among the bulrushes; a wild duck flew up with a quack, another followed, and soon over the whole surface of the marsh a great cloud of birds hung screaming and circling in the air. I judged at once that some of my shipmates must be drawing near along the borders of the fen. Nor was I deceived; for soon I heard the very distant and low tones of a human voice, which, as I continued to give ear, grew steadily louder and nearer.

This put me in a great fear, and I crawled under cover of the nearest live-oak, and squatted there, hearkening, as silent as a mouse.

Another voice answered; and then the first voice, which I now recognised to be Silver’s, once more took up the story, and ran on for a long while in a stream, only now and again interrupted by the other. By the sound they must have been talking earnestly, and almost fiercely; but no distinct word came to my hearing.

At last the speakers seemed to have paused, and perhaps to have sat down; for not only did they cease to draw any nearer, but the birds themselves began to grow more quiet, and to settle again to their places in the swamp.

And now I began to feel that I was neglecting my business; that since I had been so foolhardy as to come ashore with these desperadoes, the least I could do was to overhear them at their councils; and that my plain and obvious duty was to draw as close as I could manage, under the favourable ambush of the crouching trees.

I could tell the direction of the speakers pretty exactly, not only by the sound of their voices, but by the behaviour of the few birds that still hung in alarm above the heads of the intruders.

Crawling on all-fours, I made steadily but slowly towards them; till at last, raising my head to an aperture among the leaves, I could see clear down into a little green dell beside the marsh, and closely set about with trees, where Long John Silver and another of the crew stood face to face in conversation.

The sun beat full upon them. Silver had thrown his hat beside him on the ground, and his great, smooth, blonde face, all shining with heat, was lifted to the other man’s in a kind of appeal.

“Mate,” he was saying, “it’s because I thinks gold dust of you – gold dust, and you may lay to that! If I hadn’t took to you like pitch, do you think I’d have been here a-warning of you? All’s up – you can’t make nor mend; it’s to save your neck that I’m a-speaking, and if one of the wild ’uns knew it, where ’ud I be, Tom – now, tell me, where ’ud I be?”

“Silver,” said the other man – and I observed he was not only red in the face, but spoke as hoarse as a crow, and his voice shook, too, like a taut rope – “Silver,” says he, “you’re old, and you’re honest, or has the name for it; and you’ve money, too, which lots of poor sailors hasn’t; and you’re brave, or I’m mistook. And will you tell me you’ll let yourself be led away with that kind of a mess of swabs? Not you! As sure as God sees me, I’d sooner lose my hand. If I turn agin my dooty –”

And then all of a sudden he was interrupted by a noise. I had found one of the honest hands – well, here, at that same moment, came news of another. Far away out in the marsh there arose, all of a sudden, a sound like the cry of anger, then another on the back of it; and then one horrid, long-drawn scream. The rocks of the Spy-glass reechoed it a score of times; the whole troop of marsh-birds rose again, darkening heaven, with a simultaneous whirr; and long after that death-yell was still ringing in my brain silence had re-established its empire, and only the rustle of the re-descending birds and the boom of the distant surges disturbed the languor of the afternoon.

Tom had leaped at the sound, like a horse at the spur; but Silver had not winked an eye. He stood where he was, resting lightly on his crutch, watching his companion like a snake about to spring.

“John!” said the sailor, stretching out his hand.

“Hands off!” cried Silver, leaping back a yard, as it seemed to me, with the speed and security of a trained gymnast.

“Hands off, if you like, John Silver,” said the other. “It’s a black conscience that can make you feared of me. But, in heaven’s name, tell me what was that?”

“That?” returned Silver, smiling away, but warier than ever, his eye a mere pinpoint in his big face, but gleaming like a crumb of glass. “That? Oh, I reckon that’ll be Alan.”

And at this poor Tom flashed out like a hero.

“Alan!” he cried. “Then rest his soul for a true seaman! And as for you, John Silver, long you’ve been a mate of mine, but you’re mate of mine no more. If I die like a dog, I’ll die in my dooty. You’ve killed Alan, have you? Kill me, too, if you can. But I defies you.”

And with that this brave fellow turned his back directly on the cook, and set off walking for the beach. But he was not destined to go far. With a cry, John seized the branch of a tree, whipped the crutch out of his armpit, and sent that uncouth missile hurtling through the air. It struck poor Tom, point foremost, and with stunning violence, right between the shoulders in the middle of his back. His hands flew up, he gave a sort of gasp, and fell.

Whether he were injured much or little, none could ever tell. Like enough, to judge from the sound, his back was broken on the spot. But he had no time given him to recover. Silver, agile as a monkey, even without leg or crutch, was on the top of him next moment, and had twice buried his knife up to the hilt in that defenceless body. From my place of ambush I could hear him pant aloud as he struck the blows.

I do not know what it rightly is to faint, but I do know that for the next little while the whole world swam away from before me in a whirling mist; Silver and the birds, and the tall Spy-glass hill-top, going round and round and topsy-turvy before my eyes, and all manner of bells ringing and distant voices shouting in my ear.

When I came again to myself, the monster had pulled himself together, his crutch under his arm, his hat upon his head. Just before him Tom lay motionless upon the sward; but the murderer minded him not a whit, cleansing his blood-stained knife the while upon a wisp of grass. Everything else was unchanged, the sun still shining mercilessly on the steaming marsh and the tall pinnacle of the mountain, and I could scarce persuade myself that murder had been actually done, and a human life cruelly cut short, a moment since, before my eyes.

But now John put his hand into his pocket, brought out a whistle, and blew upon it several modulated blasts, that rang far across the heated air. I could not tell, of course, the meaning of the signal; but it instantly awoke my fears. More men would be coming. I might be discovered. They had already slain two of the honest people; after Tom and Alan, might not I come next?

Instantly I began to extricate myself and crawl back again, with what speed and silence I could manage, to the more open portion of the wood. As I did so, I could hear hails coming and going between the old buccaneer and his comrades, and this sound of danger lent me wings. As soon as I was clear of the thicket, I ran as I never ran before, scarce minding the direction of my flight, so long as it led me from the murderers; and as I ran, fear grew and grew upon me, until it turned into a kind of frenzy.

Indeed, could any one be more entirely lost than I? When the gun fired, how should I dare to go down to the boats among those fiends, still smoking from their crime? Would not the first of them who saw me wring my neck like a snipe’s? Would not my absence itself be an evidence to them of my alarm, and therefore of my fatal knowledge? It was all over, I thought. Goodbye to the Hispaniola; goodbye to the squire, the doctor, and the captain! There was nothing left for me but death by starvation, or death by the hands of the mutineers.

All this while, as I say, I was still running, and, without taking any notice, I had drawn near to the foot of the little hill with the two peaks, and had got into a part of the island where the live-oaks grew more widely apart, and seemed more like forest-trees in their bearing and dimensions. Mingled with these were a few scattered pines, some fifty, some nearer seventy, feet high. The air, too, smelt more freshly than down beside the marsh.

And here a fresh alarm brought me to a standstill with a thumping heart.


CHAPTER XV
The Man of the Island

FROM THE SIDE of the hill, which was here steep and stony, a spout of gravel was dislodged, and fell rattling and bounding through the trees. My eyes turned instinctively in that direction, and I saw a figure leap with great rapidity behind the trunk of a pine. What it was, whether bear or man or monkey, I could in no wise tell. It seemed dark and shaggy; more I knew not. But the terror of this new apparition brought me to a stand.

I was now, it seemed, cut off upon both sides: behind me the murderers, before me this lurking nondescript. And immediately I began to prefer the dangers that I knew to those I knew not. Silver himself appeared less terrible in contrast with this creature of the woods, and I turned on my heel, and, looking sharply behind me over my shoulder, began to retrace my steps in the direction of the boats.

Instantly the figure reappeared, and, making a wide circuit, began to head me off. I was tired, at any rate; but had I been as fresh as when I rose, I could see it was in vain for me to contend in speed with such an adversary. From trunk to trunk the creature flitted like a deer, running man-like on two legs, but, unlike any man that I had ever seen, stooping almost double as it ran. Yet a man it was; I could no longer be in doubt about that.

I began to recall what I had heard of cannibals. I was within an ace of calling for help. But the mere fact that he was a man, however wild, had somewhat re-assured me, and my fear of Silver began to revive in proportion. I stood still, therefore, and cast about for some method of escape; and as I was so thinking, the recollection of my pistol flashed into my mind. As soon as I remembered I was not defenceless, courage glowed again in my heart; and I set my face resolutely for this man of the island, and walked briskly towards him.

He was concealed by this time behind another tree-trunk; but he must have been watching me closely, for as soon as I began to move in his direction he reappeared and took a step to meet me. Then he hesitated, drew back, came forward again, and at last, to my wonder and confusion, threw himself on his knees and held out his clasped hands in supplication.

At that I once more stopped.

“Who are you?” I asked.

“Ben Gunn,” he answered, and his voice sounded hoarse and awkward, like a rusty lock. “I’m poor Ben Gunn, I am; and I haven’t spoke with a Christian these three years.”

I could now see that he was a white man like myself, and that his features were even pleasing. His skin, wherever it was exposed, was burnt by the sun; even his lips were black; and his fair eyes looked quite startling in so dark a face. Of all the beggarmen that I had seen or fancied, he was the chief for raggedness. He was clothed with tatters of old ship’s canvas and old sea cloth; and this extraordinary patchwork was all held together by a system of the most various and incongruous fastenings – brass buttons, bits of stick, and loops of tarry gaskin. About his waist he wore an old brass-buckled leather belt, which was the one thing solid in his whole accoutrement.

“Three years!” I cried. “Were you shipwrecked?”

“Nay, mate,” said he – “marooned.”

I had heard the word, and I knew it stood for a horrible kind of punishment common enough among the buccaneers, in which the offender is put ashore with a little powder and shot, and left behind on some desolate and distant island.

“Marooned three years agone,” he continued, “and lived on goats since then, and berries, and oysters. Wherever a man is, says I, a man can do for himself. But, mate, my heart is sore for Christian diet. You mightn’t happen to have a piece of cheese about you, now? No? Well, many’s the long night I’ve dreamed of cheese – toasted, mostly – and woke up again, and here I were.”

“If ever I can get aboard again,” said I, “you shall have cheese by the stone.”

All this time he had been feeling the stuff of my jacket, smoothing my hands, looking at my boots, and generally, in the intervals of his speech, showing a childish pleasure in the presence of a fellow-creature. But at my last words he perked up into a kind of startled slyness.

“If ever you can get aboard again, says you?” he repeated. “Why, now, who’s to hinder you?”

“Not you, I know,” was my reply.

“And right you was,” he cried. “Now you – what do you call yourself, mate?”

“Jim,” I told him.

“Jim, Jim,” says he, quite pleased, apparently.

“Well, now, Jim, I’ve lived that rough as you’d be ashamed to hear of. Now, for instance, you wouldn’t think I had had a pious mother – to look at me?” he asked.

“Why, no – not in particular,” I answered.

“Ah, well,” said he, “but I had – remarkable pious. And I was a civil, pious boy, and could rattle off my catechism that fast as you couldn’t tell one word from another. And here’s what it come to, Jim, and it begun with chuck-farthen on the blessed gravestones! That’s what it begun with, but it went further’n that; and so my mother told me, and predicked the whole, she did, the pious woman! But it were Providence that put me here. I’ve thought it all out in this here lonely island, and I’m back on piety. You don’t catch me tasting rum so much; but just a thimbleful for luck, of course, the first chance I have. I’m bound I’ll be good, and I see the way to. And, Jim” – looking all round him, and lowering his voice to a whisper – “I’m rich.”

I now felt sure that the poor fellow had gone crazy in his solitude, and I suppose I must have shown the feeling in my face; for he repeated the statement hotly:

“Rich! rich! I says. And I’ll tell you what: I’ll make a man of you, Jim. Ah, Jim, you’ll bless your stars, you will, you was the first that found me!”

And at this there came suddenly a lowering shadow over his face, and he tightened his grasp upon my hand, and raised a forefinger threateningly before my eyes.

“Now, Jim, you tell me true: that ain’t Flint’s ship?” he asked.

At this I had a happy inspiration. I began to believe that I had found an ally, and I answered him at once.

“It’s not Flint’s ship, and Flint is dead; but I’ll tell you true, as you ask me – there are some of Flint’s hands aboard; worse luck for the rest of us.”

“Not a man – with one – leg?” he gasped.

“Silver?” I asked.

“Ah, Silver!” says he, “that were his name.”

“He’s the cook; and the ringleader too.”

He was still holding me by the wrist, and at that he gave it quite a wring.

“If you was sent by Long John,” he said, “I’m as good as pork, and I know it. But where was you, do you suppose?”

I had made my mind up in a moment, and by way of answer told him the whole story of our voyage, and the predicament in which we found ourselves. He heard me with the keenest interest, and when I had done he patted me on the head.

“You’re a good lad, Jim,” he said; “and you’re all in a clove hitch, ain’t you? Well, you just put your trust in Ben Gunn – Ben Gunn’s the man to do it. Would you think it likely, now, that your squire would prove a liberal-minded one in case of help – him being in a clove hitch, as you remark?”

I told him the squire was the most liberal of men.

“Ay, but you see,” returned Ben Gunn, “I didn’t mean giving me a gate to keep, and a shuit of livery-clothes, and such; that’s not my mark, Jim. What I mean is, would he be likely to come down to the toon of, say one thousand pounds out of money that’s as good as a man’s own already?”

“I am sure he would,” said I. “As it was, all hands were to share.”

“And a passage home?” he added, with a look of great shrewdness.

“Why,” I cried, “the squire’s a gentleman. And, besides, if we got rid of the others, we should want you to help work the vessel home.”

“Ah,” said he, “so you would.” And he seemed very much relieved.

“Now, I’ll tell you what,” he went on. “So much I’ll tell you, and no more. I were in Flint’s ship when he buried the treasure; he and six along – six strong seamen. They was ashore nigh on a week, and us standing off and on in the old Walrus. One fine day up went the signal, and here come Flint by himself in a little boat, and his head done up in a blue scarf. The sun was getting up, and mortal white he looked about the cutwater. But, there he was, you mind, and the six all dead – dead and buried. How he done it not a man aboard us could make out. It was battle, murder, and sudden death, leastways – him against six. Billy Bones was the mate; Long John he was quartermaster; and they asked him where the treasure was. ‘Ah,’ says he, ‘you can go ashore, if you like, and stay,’ he says; ‘but as for the ship, she’ll beat up for more, by thunder!’ That’s what he said.

“Well, I was in another ship three years back, and we sighted this island. ‘Boys,’ said I, ‘here’s Flint’s treasure; let’s land and find it.’ The cap’n was displeased at that; but my messmates were all of a mind, and landed. Twelve days they looked for it, and every day they had the worse word for me, until one fine morning all hands went aboard. ‘As for you, Benjamin Gunn,’ says they, ‘here’s a musket,’ they says, ‘and a spade, and pickaxe. You can stay here and find Flint’s money for yourself,’ they says.

“Well, Jim, three years have I been here, and not a bite of Christian diet from that day to this. But now, you look here; look at me. Do I look like a man before the mast? No, says you. Nor I weren’t neither, I says.”

And with that he winked and pinched me hard.

“Just you mention them words to your squire, Jim” – he went on: “Nor he weren’t, neither – that’s the words. Three years he were the man of this island, light and dark, fair and rain; and sometimes he would, maybe, think upon a prayer (says you), and sometimes he would, maybe, think of his old mother, so be as she’s alive (you’ll say); but the most part of Gunn’s time (this is what you’ll say) – the most part of his time was took up with another matter. And then you’ll give him a nip, like I do.”

And he pinched me again in the most confidential manner.

“Then,” he continued – “then you’ll up, and you’ll say this: Gunn is a good man (you’ll say), and he puts a precious sight more confidence – a precious sight, mind that – in a gen’leman born than in these gen’leman of fortune, having been one hisself.”

“Well,” I said, “I don’t understand one word that you’ve been saying. But that’s neither here nor there; for how am I to get on board?”

“Ah,” said he, “that’s the hitch, for sure. Well, there’s my boat, that I made with my two hands. I keep her under the white rock. If the worst come to the worst, we might try that after dark. – Hi!” he broke out, “what’s that?”

For just then, although the sun had still an hour or two to run, all the echoes of the island awoke and bellowed to the thunder of a cannon.

“They have begun to fight!” I cried. “Follow me.”

And I began to run towards the anchorage, my terrors all forgotten; while, close at my side, the marooned man in his goatskins trotted easily and lightly.

“Left, left,” says he; “keep to your left hand, mate Jim! Under the trees with you! Theer’s where I killed my first goat. They don’t come down here now; they’re all mast-headed on them mountings for the fear of Benjamin Gunn. Ah! and there’s the cetemery” – cemetery, he must have meant. “You see the mounds? I come here and prayed, nows and thens, when I thought maybe a Sunday would be about doo. It weren’t quite a chapel, but it seemed more solemn like; and then, says you, Ben Gunn was short-handed – no chapling, nor so much as a Bible and a flag, you says.”

So he kept talking as I ran, neither expecting nor receiving any answer.

The cannon-shot was followed, after a considerable interval, by a volley of small arms.

Another pause, and then, not a quarter of a mile in front of me, I beheld the Union Jack flutter in the air above a wood.



PART IV

The Strockade




CHAPTER XVI
Narrative continued by the Doctor:
How the Ship was Abandoned

IT WAS ABOUT half-past one – three bells in the sea phrase – that the two boats went ashore from the Hispaniola. The captain, the squire, and I were talking matters over in the cabin. Had there been a breath of wind we should have fallen on the six mutineers who were left aboard with us, slipped our cable, and away to sea. But the wind was wanting; and, to complete our helplessness, down came Hunter with the news that Jim Hawkins had slipped into a boat and was gone ashore with the rest.

It never occurred to us to doubt Jim Hawkins; but we were alarmed for his safety. With the men in the temper they were in, it seemed an even chance if we should see the lad again. We ran on deck. The pitch was bubbling in the seams; the nasty stench of the place turned me sick; if ever a man smelt fever and dysentery, it was in that abominable anchorage. The six scoundrels were sitting grumbling under a sail in the forecastle; ashore we could see the gigs made fast, and a man sitting in each, hard by where the river runs in. One of them was whistling “Lillibullero”.

Waiting was a strain; and it was decided that Hunter and I should go ashore with the jolly-boat, in quest of information.

The gigs had leaned to their right; but Hunter and I pulled straight in, in the direction of the stockade upon the chart. The two who were left guarding their boats seemed in a bustle at our appearance; “Lillibullero” stopped off, and I could see the pair discussing what they ought to do. Had they gone and told Silver, all might have turned out differently; but they had their orders, I suppose, and decided to sit quietly where they were and hark back again to “Lillibullero.”

There was a slight bend in the coast, and I steered so as to put it between us; even before we landed we had thus lost sight of the gigs. I jumped out, and came as near running as I durst, with a big silk handkerchief under my hat for coolness’ sake, and a brace of pistols ready primed for safety.

I had not gone a hundred yards when I came on the stockade.

This was how it was: a spring of clear water rose almost at the top of a knoll. Well, on the knoll, and enclosing the spring, they had clapped a stout log-house, fit to hold two-score people on a pinch, and loopholed for musketry on every side. All round this they had cleared a wide space, and then the thing was completed by a paling six feet high, without door or opening, too strong to pull down without time and labour, and too open to shelter the besiegers. The people in the log-house had them in every way; they stood quiet in shelter and shot the others like partridges. All they wanted was a good watch and food; for, short of a complete surprise, they might have held the place against a regiment.

What particularly took my fancy was the spring. For, though we had a good enough place of it in the cabin of the Hispaniola, with plenty of arms and ammunition, and things to eat, and excellent wines, there had been one thing overlooked – we had no water. I was thinking this over, when there came ringing over the island the cry of a man at the point of death. I was not new to violent death – I have served his Royal Highness the Duke of Cumberland, and got a wound myself at Fontenoy – but I know my pulse went dot and carry one. “Jim Hawkins is gone” was my first thought.

It is something to have been an old soldier, but more still to have been a doctor. There is no time to dilly-dally in our work. And so now I made up my mind instantly, and with no time lost returned to the shore, and jumped on board the jolly-boat.

By good fortune Hunter pulled a good oar. We made the water fly; and the boat was soon alongside, and I aboard the schooner.

I found them all shaken, as was natural. The squire was sitting down, as white as a sheet, thinking of the harm he had led us to, the good soul! and one of the six forecastle hands was little better.

“There’s a man,” says Captain Smollett, nodding towards him, “new to this work. He came nigh-hand fainting, doctor, when he heard the cry. Another touch of the rudder and that man would join us.”

I told my plan to the captain, and between us we settled on the details of its accomplishment.

We put old Redruth in the gallery between the cabin and the forecastle, with three or four loaded muskets and a mattress for protection. Hunter brought the boat round under the stern-port, and Joyce and I set to work loading her with powder-tins, muskets, bags of biscuits, kegs of pork, a cask of cognac, and my invaluable medicine-chest.

In the meantime the squire and the captain stayed on deck, and the latter hailed the coxswain, who was the principal man aboard.

“Mr Hands,” he said, “here are two of us with a brace of pistols each. If any one of you six make a signal of any description, that man’s dead.”

They were a good deal taken aback; and, after a little consultation, one and all tumbled down the fore companion, thinking, no doubt, to take us on the rear. But when they saw Redruth waiting for them in the sparred gallery, they went about-ship at once, and a head popped out again on deck.

“Down, dog!” cries the captain.

And the head popped back again; and we heard no more, for the time, of these six very faint-hearted seamen.

By this time, tumbling things in as they came, we had the jolly-boat loaded as much as we dared. Joyce and I got out through the stern-port, and we made for shore again, as fast as oars could take us.

This second trip fairly aroused the watchers along shore. “Lillibullero” was dropped again; and just before we lost sight of them behind the little point, one of them whipped ashore and disappeared. I had half a mind to change my plan and destroy their boats, but I feared that Silver and the others might be close at hand, and all might very well be lost by trying for too much.

We had soon touched land in the same place as before, and set to provision the block-house. All three made the first journey, heavily laden, and tossed our stores over the palisade. Then, leaving Joyce to guard them – one man, to be sure, but with half a dozen muskets – Hunter and I returned to the jolly-boat, and loaded ourselves once more. So we proceeded without pausing to take breath, till the whole cargo was bestowed, when the two servants took up their positions in the block-house, and I, with all my power, sculled back to the Hispaniola.

That we should have risked a second boat-load seems more daring than it really was. They had the advantage of numbers, of course, but we had the advantage of arms. Not one of the men ashore had a musket, and before they could get within range for pistol-shooting, we flattered ourselves we should be able to give a good account of a half-dozen at least.

The squire was waiting for me at the stern window, all his faintness gone from him. He caught the painter and made it fast, and we fell to loading the boat for our very lives. Pork, powder, and biscuit was the cargo, with only a musket and a cutlass apiece for the squire and me and Redruth and the captain. The rest of the arms and powder we dropped overboard in two fathoms and a half of water, so that we could see the bright steel shining far below us in the sun, on the clean sandy bottom.

By this time the tide was beginning to ebb, and the ship was swinging round to her anchor. Voices were heard faintly halloaing in the direction of the two gigs; and though this reassured us for Joyce and Hunter, who were well to the eastward, it warned our party to be off.

Redruth retreated from his place in the gallery, and dropped into the boat, which we then brought round to the ship’s counter, to be handier for Captain Smollett.

“Now, men,” said he, “do you hear me?”

There was no answer from the forecastle.

“It’s to you, Abraham Gray – it’s to you I am speaking.”

Still no reply.

“Gray,” resumed Mr Smollett, a little louder, “I am leaving this ship, and I order you to follow your captain. I know you are a good man at bottom, and I daresay not one of the lot of you’s as bad as he makes out. I have my watch here in my hand; I give you thirty seconds to join me in.”

There was a pause.

“Come, my fine fellow,” continued the captain, “don’t hang so long in stays. I’m risking my life, and the lives of these good gentlemen, every second.”

There was a sudden scuffle, a sound of blows, and out burst Abraham Gray with a knife-cut on the side of the cheek, and came running to the captain, like a dog to the whistle.

“I’m with you, sir,” said he.

And the next moment he and the captain had dropped aboard of us, and we had shoved off and given way.

We were clear out of the ship; but not yet ashore in our stockade.


CHAPTER XVII
Narrative continued by the Doctor:
The Jolly-Boat’s Last Trip

THIS FIFTH TRIP was quite different from any of the others. In the first place, the little gallipot of a boat that we were in was gravely overloaded. Five grown men, and three of them – Trelawney, Redruth, and the captain – over six feet high, was already more than she was meant to carry. Add to that the powder, pork, and bread-bags. The gunwale was lipping astern. Several times we shipped a little water, and my breeches and the tails of my coat were all soaking wet before we had gone a hundred yards.

The captain made us trim the boat, and we got her to lie a little more evenly. All the same, we were afraid to breathe.

In the second place, the ebb was now making – a strong rippling current running westward through the basin, and then south’ard and seaward down the straits by which we had entered in the morning. Even the ripples were a danger to our overloaded craft; but the worst of it was that we were swept out of our true course, and away from our proper landing-place behind the point. If we let the current have its way we should come ashore beside the gigs, where the pirates might appear at any moment.

“I cannot keep her head for the stockade, sir,” said I to the captain. I was steering, while he and Redruth, two fresh men, were at the oars. “The tide keeps washing her down. Could you pull a little stronger?”

“Not without swamping the boat,” said he. “You must bear up, sir, if you please – bear up until you see you’re gaining.”

I tried, and found by experiment that the tide kept sweeping us westward until I had laid her head due east, or just about right angles to the way we ought to go.

“We’ll never get ashore at this rate,” said I.

“If it’s the only course that we can lie, sir, we must even lie it,” returned the captain. “We must keep up-stream. You see, sir,” he went on, “if once we dropped to leeward of the landing-place, it’s hard to say where we should get ashore, besides the chance of being boarded by the gigs; whereas, the way we go the current must slacken, and then we can dodge back along the shore.”

“The current’s less a’ready, sir,” said the man Gray, who was sitting in the fore-sheets; “you can ease her off a bit.”

“Thank you, my man,” said I, quite as if nothing had happened: for we had all quietly made up our minds to treat him like one of ourselves.

Suddenly the captain spoke up again, and I thought his voice was a little changed.

“The gun!” said he.

“I have thought of that,” said I, for I made sure he was thinking of a bombardment of the fort. “They could never get the gun ashore, and if they did, they could never haul it through the woods.”

“Look astern, doctor,” replied the captain.

We had entirely forgotten the long nine; and there, to our horror, were the five rogues busy about her, getting off her jacket, as they called the stout tarpaulin cover under which she sailed. Not only that, but it flashed into my mind at the same moment that the round-shot and the powder for the gun had been left behind, and a stroke with an axe would put it all into the possession of the evil ones aboard.

“Israel was Flint’s gunner,” said Gray hoarsely.

At any risk, we put the boat’s head direct for the landing-place. By this time we had got so far out of the run of the current that we kept steerage way even at our necessarily gentle rate of rowing, and I could keep her steady for the goal. But the worst of it was, that with the course I now held, we turned our broadside instead of our stern to the Hispaniola, and offered a target like a barn-door.

I could hear, as well as see, that brandy-faced rascal, Israel Hands, plumping down a round-shot on the deck.

“Who’s the best shot?” asked the captain.

“Mr Trelawney, out and away,” said I.

“Mr Trelawney, will you please pick me off one of these men, sir? Hands, if possible,” said the captain.

Trelawney was as cool as steel. He looked to the priming of his gun.

“Now,” cried the captain, “easy with that gun, sir, or you’ll swamp the boat. All hands stand by to trim her when he aims.”

The squire raised his gun, the rowing ceased, and we leaned over to the other side to keep the balance, and all was so nicely contrived that we did not ship a drop.

They had the gun, by this time, slewed round upon the swivel, and Hands, who was at the muzzle with the rammer, was, in consequence, the most exposed. However, we had no luck; for just as Trelawney fired, down he stooped, the ball whistled over him, and it was one of the other four who fell.

The cry he gave was echoed, not only by his companions on board, but by a great number of voices from the shore, and looking in that direction I saw the other pirates trooping out from among the trees and tumbling into their places in the boats.

“Here come the gigs, sir,” said I.

“Give way then,” cried the captain. “We mustn’t mind if we swamp her now. If we can’t get ashore, all’s up.”

“Only one of the gigs is being manned, sir,” I added, “the crew of the other most likely going round by shore to cut us off.”

“They’ll have a hot run, sir,” returned the captain.

“Jack ashore, you know. It’s not them I mind; it’s the round-shot. Carpet bowls! My lady’s maid couldn’t miss. Tell us, squire, when you see the match, and we’ll hold water.”

In the meanwhile we had been making headway at a good pace for a boat so overloaded, and we had shipped but little water in the process. We were now close in; thirty or forty strokes and we should beach her; for the ebb had already disclosed a narrow belt of sand below the clustering trees. The gig was no longer to be feared; the little point had already concealed it from our eyes. The ebb-tide, which had so cruelly delayed us, was now making reparation, and delaying our assailants. The one source of danger was the gun.

“If I durst,” said the captain, “I’d stop and pick off another man.”

But it was plain that they meant nothing should delay their shot. They had never so much as looked at their fallen comrade, though he was not dead, and I could see him trying to crawl away.

“Ready!” cried the squire.

“Hold!” cried the captain, quick as an echo.

And he and Redruth backed with a great heave that sent her stern bodily under water. The report fell in at the same instant of time. This was the first that Jim heard, the sound of the squire’s shot not having reached him. Where the ball passed, not one of us precisely knew; but I fancy it must have been over our heads, and that the wind of it may have contributed to our disaster.

At any rate, the boat sank by the stern, quite gently, in three feet of water, leaving the captain and myself, facing each other, on our feet. The other three took complete headers, and came up again, drenched and bubbling.

So far there was no great harm. No lives were lost, and we could wade ashore in safety. But there were all our stores at the bottom, and, to make things worse, only two guns out of five remained in a state for service. Mine I had snatched from my knees and held over my head, by a sort of instinct. As for the captain, he had carried his over his shoulder by a bandoleer, and, like a wise man, lock uppermost. The other three had gone down with the boat.

To add to our concern, we heard voices already drawing near us in the woods along shore; and we had not only the danger of being cut off from the stockade in our half-crippled state, but the fear before us whether, if Hunter and Joyce were attacked by half a dozen, they would have the sense and conduct to stand firm. Hunter was steady, that we knew; Joyce was a doubtful case – a pleasant, polite man for a valet, and to brush one’s clothes, but not entirely fitted for a man of war.

With all this in our minds, we waded ashore as fast as we could, leaving behind us the poor jolly-boat, and a good half of all our powder and provisions.


CHAPTER XVIII
Narrative continued by the Doctor:
End of the First Day’s Fighting

WE MADE OUR best speed across the strip of wood that now divided us from the stockade; and at every step we took the voices of the buccaneers rang nearer. Soon we could hear their footfalls as they ran, and the cracking of the branches as they breasted across a bit of thicket.

I began to see we should have a brush for it in earnest, and looked to my priming.

“Captain,” said I, “Trelawney is the dead shot. Give him your gun; his own is useless.”

They exchanged guns, and Trelawney, silent and cool as he had been since the beginning of the bustle, hung a moment on his heel to see that all was fit for service. At the same time, observing Gray to be unarmed, I handed him my cutlass. It did all our hearts good to see him spit in his hand, knit his brows, and make the blade sing through the air. It was plain from every line of his body that our new hand was worth his salt.

Forty paces farther we came to the edge of the wood and saw the stockade in front of us. We struck the enclosure about the middle of the south side, and, almost at the same time, seven mutineers – Job Anderson, the boatswain, at their head – appeared in full cry at the south-western corner.

They paused, as if taken aback; and before they recovered, not only the squire and I, but Hunter and Joyce from the block-house, had time to fire. The four shots came in rather a scattering volley; but they did the business: one of the enemy actually fell, and the rest, without hesitation, turned and plunged into the trees.

After reloading, we walked down the outside of the palisade to see to the fallen enemy. He was stone dead – shot through the heart.

We began to rejoice over our good success, when just at that moment a pistol cracked in the bush, a ball whistled close past my ear, and poor Tom Redruth stumbled and fell his length on the ground. Both the squire and I returned the shot; but as we had nothing to aim at, it is probable we only wasted powder. Then we reloaded, and turned our attention to poor Tom.

The captain and Gray were already examining him; and I saw with half an eye that all was over.

I believe the readiness of our return volley had scattered the mutineers once more, for we were suffered without further molestation to get the poor old gamekeeper hoisted over the stockade, and carried, groaning and bleeding, into the log-house.

Poor old fellow, he had not uttered one word of surprise, complaint, fear, or even acquiescence, from the very beginning of our troubles till now, when we had laid him down in the log-house to die. He had lain like a Trojan behind his mattress in the gallery; he had followed every order silently, doggedly, and well; he was the oldest of our party by a score of years; and now, sullen, old, serviceable servant, it was he that was to die.

The squire dropped down beside him on his knees and kissed his hand, crying like a child.

“Be I going, doctor?” he asked.

“Tom, my man,” said I, “you’re going home.”

“I wish I had had a lick at them with the gun first,” he replied.

“Tom,” said the squire, “say you forgive me, won’t you?”

“Would that be respectful like, from me to you, squire?” was the answer. “Howsoever, so be it – amen!”

After a little while of silence, he said he thought somebody might read a prayer. “It’s the custom, sir,” he added apologetically. And not long after, without another word, he passed away.

In the meantime the captain, whom I had observed to be wonderfully swollen about the chest and pockets, had turned out a great many various stores – the British colours, a Bible, a coil of stoutish rope, pen, ink, the log-book, and pounds of tobacco. He had found a longish fir-tree lying felled and cleared in the enclosure, and, with the help of Hunter, he had set it up at the corner of the log-house where the trunks crossed and made an angle. Then, climbing on the roof, he had with his own hand bent and run up the colours.

This seemed mightily to relieve him. He re-entered the log-house, and set about counting up the stores, as if nothing else existed. But he had an eye on Tom’s passage for all that; and as soon as all was over, came forward with another flag, and reverently spread it on the body.

“Don’t you take on, sir,” he said, shaking the squire’s hand. “All’s well with him; no fear for a hand that’s been shot down in his duty to captain and owner. It mayn’t be good divinity, but it’s a fact.”

Then he pulled me aside.

“Dr Livesey,” he said, “in how many weeks do you and squire expect the consort?”

I told him it was a question, not of weeks, but of months; that if we were not back by the end of August, Blandly was to send to find us; but neither sooner nor later. “You can calculate for yourself,” I said.

“Why, yes,” returned the captain, scratching his head, “and making a large allowance, sir, for all the gifts of Providence, I should say we were pretty close hauled.”

“How do you mean?” I asked.

“It’s a pity, sir, we lost that second load. That’s what I mean,” replied the captain. “As for powder and shot, we’ll do. But the rations are short, very short – so short, Dr Livesey, that we’re perhaps as well without that extra mouth.”

And he pointed to the dead body under the flag.

Just then, with a roar and a whistle, a round-shot passed high above the roof of the log-house and plumped far beyond us in the wood.

“Oho!” said the captain. “Blaze away! You’ve little enough powder already, my lads.”

At the second trial, the aim was better, and the ball descended inside the stockade, scattering a cloud of sand, but doing no further damage.

“Captain,” said the squire, “the house is quite invisible from the ship. It must be the flag they are aiming at. Would it not be wiser to take it in?”

“Strike my colours!” cried the captain. “No, sir, not I;” and as soon as he had said the words I think we all agreed with him. For it was not only a piece of stout, seamanly, good feeling; it was good policy besides, and showed our enemies that we despised their cannonade.

All through the evening they kept thundering away. Ball after ball flew over or fell short, or kicked up the sand in the enclosure; but they had to fire so high that the shot fell dead and buried itself in the soft sand. We had no ricochet to fear; and though one popped in through the roof of the log-house, and out again through the floor, we soon got used to that sort of horse-play, and minded it no more than cricket.

“There is one thing good about all this,” observed the captain: “the wood in front of us is likely clear. The ebb has made a good while; our stores should be uncovered. Volunteers to go and bring in pork.”

Gray and Hunter were the first to come forward. Well armed, they stole out of the stockade; but it proved a useless mission. The mutineers were bolder than we fancied, or they put more trust in Israel’s gunnery. For four or five of them were busy carrying off our stores, and wading out with them to one of the gigs that lay close by, pulling an oar or so to hold her steady against the current. Silver was in the stern-sheets in command; and every man of them was now provided with a musket from some secret magazine of their own.

The captain sat down to his log, and here is the beginning of the entry:

“Alexander Smollett, master; David Livesey, ship’s doctor; Abraham Gray, carpenter’s mate; John Trelawney, owner; John Hunter and Richard Joyce, owner’s servants, landsmen – being all that is left faithful of the ship’s company – with stores for ten days at short rations, came ashore this day, and flew British colours on the log-house in Treasure Island. Thomas Redruth, owner’s servant, landsman, shot by the mutineers; James Hawkins, cabin-boy –”

And at the same time I was wondering over poor Jim Hawkins’s fate.

A hail on the land side.

“Somebody hailing us,” said Hunter, who was on guard.

“Doctor! Squire! Captain! Hullo, Hunter, is that you?” came the cries.

And I ran to the door in time to see Jim Hawkins, safe and sound, come climbing over the stockade.


CHAPTER XIX
Narrative resumed by Jim Hawkins
The Garrison in the Stockade

AS SOON AS Ben Gunn saw the colours he came to a halt, stopped me by the arm, and sat down.

“Now,” said he, “there’s your friends, sure enough.”

“Far more likely it’s the mutineers,” I answered.

“That!” he cried. “Why, in a place like this, where nobody puts in but gen’leman of fortune, Silver would fly the Jolly Roger, you don’t make no doubt of that. No; that’s your friends. There’s been blows, too, and I reckon your friends has had the best of it; and here they are ashore in the old stockade, as was made years and years ago by Flint. Ah, he was the man to have a headpiece, was Flint! Barring rum, his match were never seen. He were afraid of none, not he; on’y Silver – Silver was that genteel.”

“Well,” said I, “that may be so, and so be it; all the more reason that I should hurry on and join my friends.”

“Nay, mate,” returned Ben, “not you. You’re a good boy, or I’m mistook: but you’re on’y a boy, all told. Now, Ben Gunn is fly. Rum wouldn’t bring me there, where you’re going – not rum wouldn’t, till I see your born gen’leman, and gets it on his word of honour. And you won’t forget my words: ‘A precious sight (that’s what you’ll say), a precious sight more confidence’ – and then nips him.”

And he pinched me the third time with the same air of cleverness.

“And when Ben Gunn is wanted, you know where to find him, Jim. Just wheer you found him today. And him that comes is to have a white thing in his hand: and he’s to come alone. O, and you’ll say this: ‘Ben Gunn,’ says you, ‘has reasons of his own.’ ”

“Well,” said I, “I believe I understand. You have something to propose, and you wish to see the squire or the doctor; and you’re to be found where I found you. Is that all?”

“And when? says you,” he added. “Why, from about noon observation to about six bells.”

“Good,” said I, “and now may I go?”

“You won’t forget?” he inquired anxiously. “Precious sight, and reasons of his own, says you. Reasons of his own; that’s the mainstay; as between man and man. Well, then” – still holding me – “I reckon you can go, Jim. And, Jim, if you was to see Silver, you wouldn’t go for to sell Ben Gunn? Wild horses wouldn’t draw it from you? No, says you. And if them pirates camp ashore, Jim, what would you say but there’d be widders in the morning?”

Here he was interrupted by a loud report, and a cannon-ball came tearing through the trees and pitched in the sand, not a hundred yards from where we two were talking. The next moment each of us had taken to his heels in a different direction.

For a good hour to come frequent reports shook the island, and balls kept crashing through the woods. I moved from hiding-place to hiding-place, always pursued, or so it seemed to me, by these terrifying missiles. But towards the end of the bombardment, though still I durst not venture in the direction of the stockade, where the balls fell oftenest, I had begun, in a manner, to pluck up my heart again; and after a long détour to the east, crept down among the shore-side trees.

The sun had just set, the sea-breeze was rustling and tumbling in the woods, and ruffling the grey surface of the anchorage; the tide, too, was far out, and great tracts of sand lay uncovered; the air, after the heat of the day, chilled me through my jacket.

The Hispaniola still lay where she had anchored; but, sure enough, there was the Jolly Roger – the black flag of piracy – flying from her peak. Even as I looked, there came another red flash and another report, that sent the echoes clattering, and one more round-shot whistled through the air. It was the last of the cannonade.

I lay for some time, watching the bustle which succeeded the attack. Men were demolishing something with axes on the beach near the stockade; the poor jolly-boat, I afterwards discovered. Away, near the mouth of the river, a great fire was glowing among the trees, and between that point and the ship one of the gigs kept coming and going, the men, whom I had seen so gloomy, shouting at the oars like children. But there was a sound in their voices which suggested rum.

At length I thought I might return towards the stockade. I was pretty far down on the low, sandy spit that encloses the anchorage to the east, and is joined at half-water to Skeleton Island; and now, as I rose to my feet, I saw, some distance farther down the spit, and rising from among low bushes, an isolated rock, pretty high, and peculiarly white in colour. It occurred to me that this might be the white rock of which Ben Gunn had spoken, and that some day or other a boat might be wanted, and I should know where to look for one.

Then I skirted among the woods until I had regained the rear, or shoreward side, of the stockade, and was soon warmly welcomed by the faithful party.

I had soon told my story, and began to look about me. The log-house was made of unsquared trunks of pine – roof, walls, and floor. The latter stood in several places as much as a foot or a foot and a half above the surface of the sand. There was a porch at the door, and under this porch the little spring welled up into an artificial basin of a rather odd kind – no other than a great ship’s kettle of iron, with the bottom knocked out, and sunk ‘to her bearings’, as the captain said, among the sand.

Little had been left beside the framework of the house; but in one corner there was a stone slab laid down by way of hearth, and an old rusty iron basket to contain the fire.

The slopes of the knoll and all the inside of the stockade had been cleared of timber to build the house, and we could see by the stumps what a fine and lofty grove had been destroyed. Most of the soil had been washed away or buried in drift after the removal of the trees; only where the streamlet ran down from the kettle a thick bed of moss and some ferns and little creeping bushes were still green among the sand. Very close around the stockade – too close for defence, they said – the wood still flourished high and dense, all of fir on the land side, but towards the sea with a large admixture of live-oaks.

The cold evening breeze, of which I have spoken, whistled through every chink of the rude building, and sprinkled the floor with a continual rain of fine sand. There was sand in our eyes, sand in our teeth, sand in our suppers, sand dancing in the spring at the bottom of the kettle, for all the world like porridge beginning to boil. Our chimney was a square hole in the roof; it was but a little part of the smoke that found its way out, and the rest eddied about the house, and kept us coughing and piping the eye.

Add to this that Gray, the new man, had his face tied up in a bandage for a cut he had got in breaking away from the mutineers; and that poor old Tom Redruth, still unburied, lay along the wall, stiff and stark, under the Union Jack.

If we had been allowed to sit idle, we should all have fallen in the blues, but Captain Smollett was never the man for that. All hands were called up before him, and he divided us into watches. The doctor, and Gray, and I, for one; the squire, Hunter, and Joyce upon the other. Tired as we all were, two were sent out for firewood; two more were set to dig a grave for Redruth; the doctor was named cook; I was put sentry at the door; and the captain himself went from one to another, keeping up our spirits and lending a hand wherever it was wanted.

From time to time the doctor came to the door for a little air and to rest his eyes, which were almost smoked out of his head; and whenever he did so, he had a word for me.

“That man Smollett,” he said once, “is a better man than I am. And when I say that it means a deal, Jim.”

Another time he came and was silent for a while. Then he put his head on one side, and looked at me.

“Is this Ben Gunn a man?” he asked.

“I do not know, sir,” said I. “I am not very sure whether he’s sane.”

“If there’s any doubt about the matter, he is,” returned the doctor. “A man who has been three years biting his nails on a desert island, Jim, can’t expect to appear as sane as you or me. It doesn’t lie in human nature. Was it cheese you said he had a fancy for?”

“Yes, sir, cheese,” I answered.

“Well, Jim,” says he, “just see the good that comes of being dainty in your food. You’ve seen my snuff-box, haven’t you? And you never saw me take snuff; the reason being that in my snuffbox I carry a piece of Parmesan cheese – a cheese made in Italy, very nutritious. Well, that’s for Ben Gunn!”

Before supper was eaten we buried old Tom in the sand, and stood round him for a while bare-headed in the breeze. A good deal of firewood had been got in, but not enough for the captain’s fancy; and he shook his head over it, and told us we “must get back to this tomorrow rather livelier”. Then, when we had eaten our pork, and each had a good stiff glass of brandy grog, the three chiefs got together in a corner to discuss our prospects.

It appears they were at their wits’ end what to do, the stores being so low that we must have been starved into surrender long before help came. But our best hope, it was decided, was to kill off the buccaneers until they either hauled down their flag or ran away with the Hispaniola. From nineteen they were already reduced to fifteen, two others were wounded, and one, at least – the man shot beside the gun – severely wounded, if he were not dead. Every time we had a crack at them, we were to take it, saving our own lives, with the extremest care. And, besides that, we had two able allies – rum and the climate.

As for the first, though we were about half a mile away, we could hear them roaring and singing late into the night; and as for the second, the doctor staked his wig that, camped where they were in the marsh, and unprovided with remedies, the half of them would be on their backs before a week.

“So,” he added, “if we are not all shot down first they’ll be glad to be packing in the schooner. It’s always a ship, and they can get to buccaneering again, I suppose.”

“First ship that ever I lost,” said Captain Smollett.

I was dead tired, as you may fancy; and when I got to sleep, which was not till after a great deal of tossing, I slept like a log of wood.

The rest had long been up, and had already breakfasted and increased the pile of firewood by about half as much again, when I was awakened by a bustle and the sound of voices.

“Flag of truce!” I heard some one say; and then, immediately after, with a cry of surprise, “Silver himself!”

And at that up I jumped, and, rubbing my eyes, ran to a loophole in the wall.


CHAPTER XX
Silver’s Embassy

SURE ENOUGH, THERE were two men just outside the stockade, one of them waving a white cloth; the other, no less a person than Silver himself, standing placidly by.

It was still quite early, and the coldest morning that I think I ever was abroad in; a chill that pierced into the marrow. The sky was bright and cloudless overhead, and the tops of the trees shone rosily in the sun. But where Silver stood with his lieutenant all was still in shadow, and they waded knee-deep in a low, white vapour, that had crawled during the night out of the morass. The chill and the vapour taken together told a poor tale of the island. It was plainly a damp, feverish, unhealthy spot.

“Keep indoors, men,” said the captain. “Ten to one this is a trick.”

Then he hailed the buccaneer.

“Who goes? Stand, or we fire.”

“Flag of truce,” cried Silver.

The captain was in the porch, keeping himself carefully out of the way of a treacherous shot should any be intended. He turned and spoke to us:

“Doctor’s watch on the look-out. Dr Livesey take the north side, if you please; Jim, the east; Gray, west. The watch below, all hands to load muskets. Lively, men, and careful.”

And then he turned again to the mutineers.

“And what do you want with your flag of truce?” he cried.

This time it was the other man who replied.

“Cap’n Silver, sir, to come on board and make terms,” he shouted.

“Cap’n Silver! Don’t know him. Who’s he?” cried the captain. And we could hear him adding to himself: “Cap’n, is it? My heart, and here’s promotion!”

Long John answered for himself.

“Me, sir. These poor lads have chosen me cap’n, after your desertion, sir” – laying a particular emphasis upon the word “desertion”. “We’re willing to submit, if we can come to terms, and no bones about it. All I ask is your word, Cap’n Smollett, to let me safe and sound out of this here stockade, and one minute to get out o’ shot before a gun is fired.”

“My man,” said Captain Smollett, “I have not the slightest desire to talk to you. If you wish to talk to me, you can come, that’s all. If there’s any treachery, it’ll be on your side, and the Lord help you.”

“That’s enough, cap’n,” shouted Long John cheerily. “A word from you’s enough. I know a gentleman, and you may lay to that.”

We could see the man who carried the flag of truce attempting to hold Silver back. Nor was that wonderful, seeing how cavalier had been the captain’s answer. But Silver laughed at him aloud, and slapped him on the back, as if the idea of alarm had been absurd. Then he advanced to the stockade, threw over his crutch, got a leg up, and with great vigour and skill succeeded in surmounting the fence and dropping safely to the other side.

I will confess that I was far too much taken up with what was going on to be of the slightest use as sentry; indeed, I had already deserted my eastern loophole, and crept up behind the captain, who had now seated himself on the threshold, with his elbows on his knees, his head in his hands, and his eyes fixed on the water, as it bubbled out of the old iron kettle in the sand. He was whistling to himself, “Come, Lasses and Lads”.

Silver had terrible hard work getting up the knoll. What with the steepness of the incline, the thick tree-stumps, and the soft sand, he and his crutch were as helpless as a ship in stays. But he stuck to it like a man in silence, and at last arrived before the captain, whom he saluted in the handsomest style. He was tricked out in his best; an immense blue coat, thick with brass buttons, hung as low as to his knees, and a fine laced hat was set on the back of his head.

“Here you are, my man,” said the captain, raising his head. “You had better sit down.”

“You ain’t a-going to let me inside, cap’n?” complained Long John. “It’s a main cold morning, to be sure, sir, to sit outside upon the sand.”

“Why, Silver,” said the captain, “if you had pleased to be an honest man, you might have been sitting in your galley. It’s your own doing. You’re either my ship’s cook – and then you were treated handsome – or Cap’n Silver, a common mutineer and pirate, and then you can go hang!”

“Well, well, cap’n,” returned the sea cook, sitting down as he was bidden on the sand, “you’ll have to give me a hand up again, that’s all. A sweet pretty place you have of it here. – Ah, there’s Jim! The top of the morning to you, Jim. – Doctor, here’s my service. Why, there you all are together like a happy family, in a manner of speaking.”

“If you have anything to say, my man, better say it,” said the captain.

“Right you were, Cap’n Smollett,” replied Silver.

“Dooty is dooty, to be sure. Well, now, you look here, that was a good lay of yours last night. I don’t deny it was a good lay. Some of you pretty handy with a handspike-end. And I’ll not deny neither but what some of my people was shook – maybe all was shook; maybe I was shook myself: maybe that’s why I’m here for terms. But you mark me, cap’n, it won’t do twice, by thunder! We’ll have to do sentry-go, and ease off a point or so on the rum. Maybe you think we were all a sheet in the wind’s eye. But I’ll tell you I was sober; I was on’y dog-tired; and if I’d awoke a second sooner I’d a-caught you at the act, I would. He wasn’t dead when I got round to him, not he.”

“Well?” says Captain Smollett, as cool as can be.

All that Silver said was a riddle to him, but you would never have guessed it from his tone. As for me, I began to have an inkling. Ben Gunn’s last words came back to my mind. I began to suppose that he had paid the buccaneers a visit while they all lay drunk together round their fire, and I reckoned up with glee that we had only fourteen enemies to deal with.

“Well, here it is,” said Silver. “We want that treasure, and we’ll have it – that’s our point! You would just as soon save your lives, I reckon; and that’s yours. You have a chart, haven’t you?”

“That’s as may be,” replied the captain.

“Oh, well, you have, I know that,” returned Long John. “You needn’t be so husky with a man; there ain’t a particle of service in that, and you may lay to it. What I mean is, we want your chart. Now, I never meant you no harm, myself.”

“That won’t do with me, my man,” interrupted the captain. “We know exactly what you meant to do, and we don’t care; for now, you see, you can’t do it.”

And the captain looked at him calmly, and proceeded to fill a pipe.

“If Abe Gray –” Silver broke out.

“Avast there!” cried Mr Smollett. “Gray told me nothing, and I asked him nothing; and what’s more, I would see you and him and this whole island blown clean out of the water into blazes first. So there’s my mind for you, my man, on that.”

This little whiff of temper seemed to cool Silver down. He had been growing nettled before, but now he pulled himself together.

“Like enough,” said he. “I would set no limits to what gentlemen might consider ship-shape, or might not, as the case were. And, seein’ as how you are about to take a pipe, cap’n, I’ll make so free as do likewise.”

And he filled a pipe and lighted it; and the two men sat silently smoking for quite a while, now looking each other in the face, now stopping their tobacco, now leaning forward to spit. It was as good as the play to see them.

“Now,” resumed Silver, “here it is. You give us the chart to get the treasure by, and drop shooting poor seamen, and stoving of their heads in while asleep. You do that, and we’ll offer you a choice. Either you come aboard along of us, once the treasure shipped, and then I’ll give you my affy-davy, upon my word of honour, to clap you somewhere safe ashore. Or, if that ain’t to your fancy, some of my hands being rough, and having old scores, on account of hazing, then you can stay here, you can. We’ll divide stores with you, man for man; and I’ll give my affy-davy, as before, to speak the first ship I sight, and send ’em here to pick you up. Now you’ll own that’s talking. Handsomer you couldn’t look to get, not you. And I hope” – raising his voice – “that all hands in this here block-house will overhaul my words, for what is spoke to one is spoke to all.”

Captain Smollett rose from his seat, and knocked out the ashes of his pipe in the palm of his left hand.

“Is that all?” he asked.

“Every last word, by thunder!” answered John. “Refuse that, and you’ve seen the last of me but musket-balls.”

“Very good,” said the captain. “Now you’ll hear me. If you’ll come up one by one, unarmed, I’ll engage to clap you all in irons, and take you home to a fair trial in England. If you won’t, my name is Alexander Smollett, I’ve flown my sovereign’s colours, and I’ll see you all to Davy Jones. You can’t find the treasure. You can’t sail the ship – there’s not a man among you fit to sail the ship. You can’t fight us – Gray, there, got away from five of you. Your ship’s in irons, Master Silver; you’re on a lee shore, and so you’ll find. I stand here and tell you so; and they’re the last good words you’ll get from me; for, in the name of heaven, I’ll put a bullet in your back when next I meet you. Tramp, my lad. Bundle out of this, please, hand over hand, and double quick.”

Silver’s face was a picture; his eyes started in his head with wrath. He shook the fire out of his pipe.

“Give me a hand up!” he cried.

“Not I,” returned the captain.

“Who’ll give me a hand up?” he roared.

Not a man among us moved. Growling the foulest imprecations, he crawled along the sand till he got hold of the porch and could hoist himself again upon his crutch. Then he spat into the spring.

“There!” he cried, “that’s what I think of ye. Before an hour’s out I’ll stove in your old block-house like a rum-puncheon. Laugh, by thunder, laugh! Before an hour’s out ye’ll laugh upon the other side. Them that die’ll be the lucky ones.”

And with a dreadful oath he stumbled off, ploughed down the sand, was helped across the stockade, after four or five failures, by the man with the flag of truce, and disappeared in an instant afterwards among the trees.


CHAPTER XXI
The Attack

AS SOON AS Silver disappeared, the captain, who had been closely watching him, turned towards the interior of the house, and found not a man of us at his post but Gray. It was the first time we had ever seen him angry.

“Quarters!” he roared. And then, as we all slunk back to our places, “Gray,” he said, “I’ll put your name in the log; you’ve stood by your duty like a seaman. – Mr Trelawney, I’m surprised at you, sir. – Doctor, I thought you had worn the king’s coat! If that was how you served at Fontenoy, sir, you’d have been better in your berth.”

The doctor’s watch were all back at their loopholes, the rest were busy loading the spare muskets, and every one with a red face, you may be certain, and a flea in his ear, as the saying is.

The captain looked on for a while in silence. Then he spoke.

“My lads,” said he, “I’ve given Silver a broadside. I pitched it in red-hot on purpose; and before the hour’s out, as he said, we shall be boarded. We’re outnumbered, I needn’t tell you that, but we fight in shelter; and, a minute ago, I should have said we fought with discipline. I’ve no manner of doubt that we can drub them, if you choose.”

Then he went the rounds, and saw, as he said, that all was clear.

On the two short sides of the house, east and west, there were only two loopholes; on the south side, where the porch was, two again; and on the north side, five. There was a round score of muskets for the seven of us; the firewood had been built into four piles – tables, you might say – one about the middle of each side, and on each of these tables some ammunition and four loaded muskets were laid ready to the hand of the defenders. In the middle, the cutlasses lay ranged.

“Toss out the fire,” said the captain; “the chill is past, and we mustn’t have smoke in our eyes.”

The iron fire-basket was carried bodily out by Mr Trelawney, and the embers smothered among sand.

“Hawkins hasn’t had his breakfast. – Hawkins, help yourself, and back to your post to eat it,” continued Captain Smollett. “Lively, now, my lad; you’ll want it before you’ve done. – Hunter, serve out a round of brandy to all hands.”

And while this was going on, the captain completed, in his own mind, the plan of the defence.

“Doctor, you will take the door,” he resumed.

“See and don’t expose yourself; keep within, and fire through the porch. – Hunter, take the east side, there. – Joyce, you stand by the west, my man. – Mr Trelawney, you are the best shot – you and Gray will take this long north side, with the five loopholes; it’s there the danger is. If they can get up to it, and fire in upon us through our own ports, things would begin to look dirty. – Hawkins, neither you nor I are much account at the shooting; we’ll stand by to load and bear a hand.”

As the captain had said, the chill was past. As soon as the sun had climbed above our girdle of trees, it fell with all its force upon the clearing, and drank up the vapours at a draught. Soon the sand was baking, and the resin melting in the logs of the block-house. Jackets and coats were flung aside; shirts thrown open at the neck, and rolled up to the shoulders; and we stood there, each at his post, in a fever of heat and anxiety.

An hour passed away.

“Hang them!” said the captain. “This is as dull as the doldrums. – Gray, whistle for a wind.”

And just at that moment came the first news of the attack.

“If you please, sir,” said Joyce, “if I see any one am I to fire?”

“I told you so!” cried the captain.

“Thank you, sir,” returned Joyce, with the same quiet civility.

Nothing followed for a time; but the remark had set us all on the alert, straining ears and eyes – the musketeers with their pieces balanced in their hands, the captain out in the middle of the block-house, with his mouth very tight and a frown on his face.

So some seconds passed, till suddenly Joyce whipped up his musket and fired. The report had scarcely died away ere it was repeated and repeated from without in a scattering volley, shot behind shot, like a string of geese, from every side of the enclosure. Several bullets struck the log-house, but not one entered; and, as the smoke cleared away and vanished, the stockade and the woods around it looked as quiet and empty as before. Not a bough waved, not the gleam of a musket-barrel betrayed the presence of our foes.

“Did you hit your man?” asked the captain.

“No, sir,” replied Joyce. “I believe not, sir.”

“Next best thing to tell the truth,” muttered Captain Smollett “Load his gun, Hawkins. How many should you say there were on your side, doctor?”

“I know precisely,” said Dr Livesey. “Three shots were fired on this side. I saw the three flashes – two close together – one farther to the west.”

“Three!” repeated the captain. “And how many on yours, Mr Trelawney?”

But this was not so easily answered. There had come many from the north – seven, by the squire’s computation; eight or nine, according to Gray. From the east and west only a single shot had been fired. It was plain, therefore, that the attack would be developed from the north, and that on the other three sides we were only to be annoyed by a show of hostilities. But Captain Smollett made no change in his arrangement. If the mutineers succeeded in crossing the stockade, he argued, they would take possession of any unprotected loophole, and shoot us down like rats in our own stronghold.

Nor had we much time left to us for thought. Suddenly, with a loud huzza, a little cloud of pirates leaped from the woods on the north side, and ran straight on the stockade. At the same moment the fire was once more opened from the woods, and a rifle-ball sang through the doorway, and knocked the doctor’s musket into bits.

The boarders swarmed over the fence like monkeys. Squire and Gray fired again, and yet again; three men fell, one forwards into the enclosure, two back on the outside. But of these, one was evidently more frightened than hurt, for he was on his feet again in a crack, and instantly disappeared among the trees.

Two had bit the dust, one had fled, four had made good their footing inside our defences; while from the shelter of the woods seven or eight men, each evidently supplied with several muskets, kept up a hot, though useless, fire on the log-house.

The four who had boarded made straight before them for the building, shouting as they ran, and the men among the trees shouted back to encourage them. Several shots were fired; but, such was the hurry of the marksmen, that not one appears to have taken effect. In a moment, the four pirates had swarmed up the mound and were upon us.

The head of Job Anderson, the boatswain, appeared at the middle loophole.

“At ’em, all hands – all hands!” he roared, in a voice of thunder.

At the same moment another pirate grasped Hunter’s musket by the muzzle, wrenched it from his hands, plucked it through the loophole, and, with one stunning blow, laid the poor fellow senseless on the floor. Meanwhile a third, running unharmed all round the house, appeared suddenly in the doorway, and fell with his cutlass on the doctor.

Our position was utterly reversed. A moment since we were firing, under cover, at an exposed enemy; now it was we who lay uncovered, and could not return a blow.

The log-house was full of smoke, to which we owed our comparative safety. Cries and confusion, the flashes and reports of pistol-shots, and one loud groan, rang in my ears.

“Out, lads, out, and fight ’em in the open! Cutlasses!” cried the captain.

I snatched a cutlass from the pile, and someone, at the same time snatching another, gave me a cut across the knuckles which I hardly felt. I dashed out of the door into the clear sunlight. Someone was close behind, I knew not whom. Right in front, the doctor was pursuing his assailant down the hill, and, just as my eyes fell upon him, beat down his guard, and sent him sprawling on his back, with a great slash across the face.

“Round the house, lads! Round the house!” cried the captain; and even in the hurly-burly I perceived a change in his voice.

Mechanically I obeyed, turned eastwards, and, with my cutlass raised, ran round the corner of the house. Next moment I was face to face with Anderson. He roared aloud, and his hanger went up above his head, flashing in the sunlight. I had not time to be afraid, but as the blow still hung impending, leaped in a trice upon one side, and missing my foot in the soft sand, rolled headlong down the slope.

When I had first sallied from the door, the other mutineers had been already swarming up the palisade to make an end of us. One man, in a red nightcap, with his cutlass in his mouth, had even got upon the top and thrown a leg across. Well, so short had been the interval, that when I found my feet again all was in the same posture, the fellow with the red nightcap still halfway over, another still just showing his head above the top of the stockade. And yet, in this breath of time, the fight was over, and the victory was ours.

Gray, following close behind me, had cut down the big boatswain ere he had time to recover from his lost blow. Another had been shot at a loophole in the very act of firing into the house, and now lay in agony, the pistol still smoking in his hand. A third, as I had seen, the doctor had disposed of at a blow. Of the four who had scaled the palisade, one only remained unaccounted for, and he, having left his cutlass on the field, was now clambering out again with the fear of death upon him.

“Fire – fire from the house!” cried the doctor. “And you, lads, back into cover.”

But his words were unheeded, no shot was fired, and the last boarder made good his escape, and disappeared with the rest into the wood. In three seconds nothing remained of the attacking party but the five who had fallen, four on the inside, and one on the outside, of the palisade.

The doctor and Gray and I ran full speed for shelter. The survivors would soon be back where they had left their muskets, and at any moment the fire might recommence.

The house was by this time somewhat cleared of smoke, and we saw at a glance the price we had paid for victory. Hunter lay beside his loophole, stunned; Joyce by his, shot through the head, never to move again; while right in the centre, the squire was supporting the captain, one as pale as the other.

“The captain’s wounded,” said Mr Trelawney.

“Have they run?” asked Mr Smollett.

“All that could, you may be bound,” returned the doctor; “but there’s five of them will never run again.”

“Five!” cried the captain. “Come, that’s better. Five against three leaves us four to nine. That’s better odds than we had at starting. We were seven to nineteen then, or thought we were, and that’s as bad to bear.”1


1 The mutineers were soon only eight in number, for the man shot by Mr Trelawney on board the schooner died that same evening of his wound. But this was, of course, not known till after by the faithful party.





PART V

My Sea Adventure




CHAPTER XXII
How I began my Sea Adventure

HERE WAS NO return of the mutineers – not so much as another shot out of the woods. They had “got their rations for that day”, as the captain put it, and we had the place to ourselves and a quiet time to overhaul the wounded and get dinner. Squire and I cooked outside in spite of the danger, and even outside we could hardly tell what we were at, for horror of the loud groans that reached us from the doctor’s patients.

Out of the eight men who had fallen in the action, only three still breathed – that one of the pirates who had been shot at the loophole, Hunter, and Captain Smollett; and of these the first two were as good as dead; the mutineer, indeed, died under the doctor’s knife, and Hunter, do what we could, never recovered consciousness in this world. He lingered all day, breathing loudly like the old buccaneer at home in his apoplectic fit; but the bones of his chest had been crushed by the blow and his skull fractured in falling, and some time in the following night, without sign or sound, he went to his Maker.

As for the captain, his wounds were grievous indeed, but not dangerous. No organ was fatally injured. Anderson’s ball – for it was Job that shot him first – had broken his shoulder-blade and touched the lung, not badly; the second had only torn and displaced some muscles in the calf. He was sure to recover, the doctor said, but in the meantime, and for weeks to come, he must not walk nor move his arm, nor so much as speak when he could help it.

My own accidental cut across the knuckles was a flea-bite. Dr Livesey patched it up with plaster, and pulled my ears for me into the bargain.

After dinner the squire and the doctor sat by the captain’s side a while in consultation; and when they had talked to their hearts’ content, it being then a little past noon, the doctor took up his hat and pistols, girt on a cutlass, put the chart in his pocket, and with a musket over his shoulder, crossed the palisade on the north side, and set off briskly through the trees.

Gray and I were sitting together at the far end of the block-house, to be out of earshot of our officers consulting; and Gray took his pipe out of his mouth and fairly forgot to put it back again, so thunderstruck he was at this occurrence.

“Why, in the name of Davy Jones,” said he, “is Dr Livesey mad?”

“Why, no,” says I. “He’s about the last of this crew for that, I take it.”

“Well, shipmate,” said Gray, “mad he may not be; but if he’s not, you mark my words, I am.”

“I take it,” replied I, “the doctor has his idea; and if I am right, he’s going now to see Ben Gunn.”

I was right, as appeared later; but, in the meantime, the house being stifling hot, and the little patch of sand inside the palisade ablaze with midday sun, I began to get another thought into my head, which was not by any means so right. What I began to do was to envy the doctor, walking in the cool shadow of the woods, with the birds about him, and the pleasant smell of the pines, while I sat grilling, with my clothes stuck to the hot resin, and so much blood about me, and so many poor dead bodies lying all around, that I took a disgust of the place that was almost as strong as fear.

All the time I was washing out the block-house, and then washing up the things from dinner, this disgust and envy kept growing stronger and stronger, till at last, being near a bread-bag, and no one then observing me, I took the first step towards my escapade, and filled both pockets of my coat with biscuit.

I was a fool, if you like, and certainly I was going to do a foolish, over-bold act; but I was determined to do it with all the precautions in my power. These biscuits, should anything befall me, would keep me, at least, from starving till far on in the next day.

The next thing I laid hold of was a brace of pistols, and as I already had a powder-horn and bullets, I felt myself well supplied with arms.

As for the scheme I had in my head, it was not a bad one in itself. I was to go down the sandy spit that divides the anchorage on the east from the open sea, find the white rock I had observed last evening, and ascertain whether it was there or not that Ben Gunn had hidden his boat; a thing quite worth doing, as I still believe. But as I was certain I should not be allowed to leave the enclosure, my only plan was to take French leave, and slip out when nobody was watching; and that was so bad a way of doing it as made the thing itself wrong. But I was only a boy, and I had made my mind up.

Well, as things at last fell out, I found an admirable opportunity. The squire and Gray were busy helping the captain with his bandages; the coast was clear; I made a bolt for it over the stockade and into the thickest of the trees, and before my absence was observed I was out of cry of my companions.

This was my second folly, far worse than the first, as I left but two sound men to guard the house; but like the first, it was a help towards saving all of us.

I took my way straight for the east coast of the island, for I was determined to go down the sea side of the spit to avoid all chance of observation from the anchorage. It was already late in the afternoon, although still warm and sunny. As I continued to thread the tall woods I could hear from far before me not only the continuous thunder of the surf, but a certain tossing of foliage and grinding of boughs which showed me the sea breeze had set in higher than usual. Soon cool draughts of air began to reach me; and a few steps farther I came forth into the open borders of the grove, and saw the sea lying blue and sunny to the horizon, and the surf tumbling and tossing its foam along the beach.

I have never seen the sea quiet round Treasure Island. The sun might blaze overhead, the air be without a breath, the surface smooth and blue, but still these great rollers would be running along all the external coast, thundering and thundering by day and night; and I scarce believe there is one spot in the island where a man would be out of earshot of their noise.

I walked along beside the surf with great enjoyment, till, thinking I was now got far enough to the south, I took the cover of some thick bushes, and crept warily up to the ridge of the spit.

Behind me was the sea, in front the anchorage. The sea breeze, as though it had the sooner blown itself out by its unusual violence, was already at an end; it had been succeeded by light, variable airs from the south and south-east, carrying great banks of fog; and the anchorage, under lee of Skeleton Island, lay still and leaden as when first we entered it. The Hispaniola, in that unbroken mirror, was exactly portrayed from the truck to the water-line, the Jolly Roger hanging from her peak.

Alongside lay one of the gigs, Silver in the stern-sheets – him I could always recognise – while a couple of men were leaning over the stern bulwarks, one of them with a red cap – the very rogue that I had seen some hours before stride-legs upon the palisade. Apparently they were talking and laughing, though at that distance – upwards of a mile – I could, of course, hear no word of what was said. All at once there began the most horrid, unearthly screaming, which at first startled me badly, though I had soon remembered the voice of Captain Flint, and even thought I could make out the bird by her bright plumage as she sat perched upon her master’s wrist.

Soon after the jolly-boat shoved off and pulled for shore, and the man with the red cap and his comrade went below by the cabin companion.

Just about the same time the sun had gone down behind the Spyglass, and as the fog was collecting rapidly, it began to grow dark in earnest. I saw I must lose no time if I were to find the boat that evening.

The white rock, visible enough above the brush, was still some eighth of a mile farther down the spit, and it took me a goodish while to get up with it, crawling, often on all-fours, among the scrub. Night had almost come when I laid my hand on its rough sides. Right below it there was an exceedingly small hollow of green turf, hidden by banks and a thick underwood about knee-deep, that grew there very plentifully; and in the centre of the dell, sure enough, a little tent of goat-skins, like what the gipsies carry about with them in England.

I dropped into the hollow, lifted the side of the tent, and there was Ben Gunn’s boat – home-made if ever anything was home-made: a rude, lop-sided framework of tough wood, and stretched upon that a covering of goat-skin, with the hair inside. The thing was extremely small, even for me, and I can hardly imagine that it could have floated with a full-sized man. There was one thwart set as low as possible, a kind of stretcher in the bows, and a double paddle for propulsion.

I had not then seen a coracle, such as the ancient Britons made, but I have seen one since, and I can give you no fairer idea of Ben Gunn’s boat than by saying it was like the first and the worst coracle ever made by man. But the great advantage of the coracle it certainly possessed, for it was exceedingly light and portable.

Well, now that I had found the boat, you would have thought I had had enough of truantry for once; but, in the meantime, I had taken another notion, and become so obstinately fond of it, that I would have carried it out, I believe, in the teeth of Captain Smollett himself. This was to slip out under cover of the night, cut the Hispaniola adrift, and let her go ashore where she fancied. I had quite made up my mind that the mutineers, after their repulse of the morning, had nothing nearer their hearts than to up anchor and away to sea; this I thought it would be a fine thing to prevent; and now that I had seen how they left their watchmen unprovided with a boat, I thought it might be done with little risk.

Down I sat to wait for darkness, and made a hearty meal of biscuit. It was a night out of ten thousand for my purpose. The fog had now buried all heaven. As the last rays of daylight dwindled and disappeared, absolute blackness settled down on Treasure Island. And when, at last, I shouldered the coracle, and groped my way stumblingly out of the hollow where I had supped, there were but two points visible on the whole anchorage.

One was the great fire on shore, by which the defeated pirates lay carousing in the swamp. The other, a mere blur of light upon the darkness, indicated the position of the anchored ship. She had swung round to the ebb – her bow was now towards me – the only lights on board were in the cabin; and what I saw was merely a reflection on the fog of the strong rays that flowed from the stern window.

The ebb had already run some time, and I had to wade through a long belt of swampy sand, where I sank several times above the ankle, before I came to the edge of the retreating water, and wading a little way in, with some strength and dexterity, set my coracle, keel downwards, on the surface.


CHAPTER XXIII
The Ebb-Tide runs

THE CORACLE – AS I had ample reason to know before I was done with her – was a very safe boat for a person of my height and weight, both buoyant and clever in a sea-way; but she was the most cross-grained, lop-sided craft to manage. Do as you pleased, she always made more leeway than anything else, and turning round and round was the manœuvre she was best at. Even Ben Gunn himself has admitted that she was “queer to handle till you knew her way”.

Certainly I did not know her way. She turned in every direction but the one I was bound to go; the most part of the time we were broadside on, and I am very sure I never should have made the ship at all but for the tide. By good fortune, paddle as I pleased, the tide was still sweeping me down; and there lay the Hispaniola right in the fairway, hardly to be missed.

First she loomed before me like a blot of something yet blacker than darkness, then her spars and hull began to take shape, and the next moment, as it seemed (for the farther I went the brisker grew the current of the ebb), I was alongside of her hawser, and had laid hold.

The hawser was as taut as a bowstring – so strong she pulled upon her anchor. All round the hull, in the blackness, the rippling current bubbled and chattered like a little mountain stream. One cut with my sea-gully, and the Hispaniola would go humming down the tide.

So far so good; but it next occurred to my recollection that a taut hawser, suddenly cut, is a thing as dangerous as a kicking horse. Ten to one, if I were so foolhardy as to cut the Hispaniola from her anchor, I and the coracle would be knocked clean out of the water.

This brought me to a full stop, and if fortune had not again particularly favoured me, I should have had to abandon my design. But the light airs which had begun blowing from the south-east and south had hauled round after nightfall into the south-west. Just while I was meditating, a puff came, caught the Hispaniola, and forced her up into the current; and to my great joy, I felt the hawser slacken in my grasp, and the hand by which I held it dip for a second under water.

With that I made my mind up, took out my gully, opened it with my teeth, and cut one strand after another, till the vessel only swung by two. Then I lay quiet, waiting to sever these last when the strain should be once more lightened by a breath of wind.

All this time I had heard the sound of loud voices from the cabin; but, to say truth, my mind had been so entirely taken up with other thoughts that I had scarcely given ear. Now, however, when I had nothing else to do, I began to pay more heed.

One I recognised for the coxswain’s, Israel Hands, that had been Flint’s gunner in former days. The other was, of course, my friend of the red nightcap. Both men were plainly the worse for drink, and they were still drinking; for, even while I was listening, one of them, with a drunken cry, opened the stern window and threw out something, which I divined to be an empty bottle. But they were not only tipsy; it was plain that they were furiously angry. Oaths flew like hailstones, and every now and then there came forth such an explosion as I thought was sure to end in blows. But each time the quarrel passed off, and the voices grumbled lower for a while, until the next crisis came, and, in its turn, passed away without result.

On shore, I could see the glow of the great camp-fire burning warmly through the shore-side trees. Someone was singing, a dull, old, droning sailor’s song, with a droop and a quaver at the end of every verse, and seemingly no end to it at all but the patience of the singer. I had heard it on the voyage more than once, and remembered these words:


“But one man of her crew alive,

What put to sea with seventy-five.”



And I thought it was a ditty rather too dolefully appropriate for a company that had met such cruel losses in the morning. But, indeed, from what I saw, all these buccaneers were as callous as the sea they sailed on.

At last the breeze came; the schooner sidled and drew nearer in the dark; I felt the hawser slacken once more, and with a good, tough effort, cut the last fibres through.

The breeze had but little action on the coracle, and I was almost instantly swept against the bows of the Hispaniola. At the same time the schooner began to turn upon her heel, spinning slowly, end for end, across the current.

I wrought like a fiend, for I expected every moment to be swamped; and since I found I could not push the coracle directly off, I now shoved straight astern. At length I was clear of my dangerous neighbour; and just as I gave the last impulsion, my hands came across a light cord that was trailing overboard across the stern bulwarks. Instantly I grasped it.

Why I should have done so I can hardly say. It was at first mere instinct; but once I had it in my hands and found it fast, curiosity began to get the upper hand, and I determined I should have one look through the cabin window.

I pulled in hand over hand on the cord, and, when I judged myself near enough, rose at infinite risk to about half my height, and thus commanded the roof and a slice of the interior of the cabin.

By this time the schooner and her little consort were gliding pretty swiftly through the water; indeed, we had already fetched up level with the campfire. The ship was talking, as sailors say, loudly, treading the innumerable ripples with an incessant weltering splash; and until I got my eye above the window-sill I could not comprehend why the watchmen had taken no alarm. One glance, however, was sufficient; and it was only one glance that I durst take from that unsteady skiff. It showed me Hands and his companion locked together in deadly wrestle, each with a hand upon the other’s throat.

I dropped upon the thwart again, none too soon, for I was near overboard. I could see nothing for the moment but these two furious, encrimsoned faces, swaying together under the smoky lamp; and I shut my eyes to let them grow once more familiar with the darkness.

The endless ballad had come to an end at last, and the whole diminished company about the camp-fire had broken into the chorus I had heard so often:


“Fifteen men on the dead man’s chest –

Yo-ho-ho, and a bottle of rum!

Drink and the devil had done for the rest –

Yo-ho-ho, and a bottle of rum!”



I was just thinking how busy drink and the devil were at that very moment in the cabin of the Hispaniola, when I was surprised by a sudden lurch of the coracle. At the same moment she yawed sharply and seemed to change her course. The speed in the meantime had strangely increased.

I opened my eyes at once. All round me were little ripples, combing over with a sharp, bristling sound, and slightly phosphorescent. The Hispaniola herself, a few yards in whose wake I was still being whirled along, seemed to stagger in her course, and I saw her spars toss a little against the blackness of the night; nay, as I looked longer I made sure she also was wheeling to the southward.

I glanced over my shoulder, and my heart jumped against my ribs. There, right behind me, was the glow of the camp-fire. The current had turned at right angles sweeping round along with it the tall schooner and the little dancing coracle; ever quickening, ever bubbling higher, ever muttering louder, it went spinning through the narrows for the open sea.

Suddenly the schooner in front of me gave a violent yaw, turning perhaps through twenty degrees; and almost at the same moment one shout followed another from on board; I could hear feet pounding on the companion-ladder; and I knew that the two drunkards had at last been interrupted in their quarrel and awakened to a sense of their disaster.

I lay down flat in the bottom of that wretched skiff, and devoutly recommended my spirit to its Maker. At the end of the straits I made sure we must fall into some bar of raging breakers, where all my troubles would be ended speedily; and though I could, perhaps, bear to die, I could not bear to look upon my fate as it approached.

So I must have lain for hours, continually beaten to and fro upon the billows, now and again wetted with flying sprays, and never ceasing to expect death at the next plunge. Gradually weariness grew upon me; a numbness, an occasional stupor, fell upon my mind even in the midst of my terrors; until sleep at last supervened, and in my sea-tossed coracle I lay and dreamed of home and the old “Admiral Benbow”.


CHAPTER XXIV
The Cruise of the Coracle

IT WAS BROAD day when I awoke, and found myself tossing at the south-west end of Treasure Island. The sun was up, but was still hid from me behind the great bulk of the Spy-glass, which on this side descended almost to the sea in formidable cliffs.

Haulbowline Head and Mizzen-mast Hill were at my elbow; the hill bare and dark, the head bound with cliffs forty or fifty feet high, and fringed with great masses of fallen rock. I was scarce a quarter of a mile to seaward, and it was my first thought to paddle in and land.

That notion was soon given over. Among the fallen rocks the breakers spouted and bellowed; loud reverberations, heavy sprays flying and falling, succeeded one another from second to second; and I saw myself, if I ventured nearer, dashed to death upon the rough shore, or spending my strength in vain to scale the beetling crags.

Nor was that all; for crawling together on flat tables of rock, or letting themselves drop into the sea with loud reports, I beheld huge slimy monsters – soft snails, as it were, of incredible bigness – two or three score of them together, making the rocks to echo with their barkings.

I have understood since that they were sea-lions, and entirely harmless. But the look of them, added to the difficulty of the shore and the high running of the surf, was more than enough to disgust me of that landing-place. I felt willing rather to starve at sea than to confront such perils.

In the meantime I had a better chance, as I supposed, before me. North of Haulbowline Head the land runs in a long way, leaving, at low tide, a long stretch of yellow sand. To the north of that, again, there comes another cape – Cape of the Woods, as it was marked upon the chart – buried in tall green pines, which descended to the margin of the sea.

I remembered what Silver had said about the current that sets northward along the whole west coast of Treasure Island; and seeing from my position that I was already under its influence, I preferred to leave Haulbowline Head behind me, and reserve my strength for an attempt to land upon the kindlier looking Cape of the Woods.

There was a great, smooth swell upon the sea. The wind blowing steady and gentle from the south, there was no contrariety between that and the current, and the billows rose and fell unbroken.

Had it been otherwise, I must long ago have perished; but as it was, it is surprising how easily and securely my little and light boat could ride.

Often, as I still lay at the bottom, and kept no more than an eye above the gunwale, I would see a big blue summit heaving close above me; yet the coracle would but bounce a little, dance as if on springs, and subside on the other side into the trough as lightly as a bird.

I began after a little to grow very bold, and sat up to try my skill at paddling. But even a small change in the disposition of the weight will produce violent changes in the behaviour of a coracle. And I had hardly moved before the boat, giving up at once her gentle dancing movement, ran straight down a slope of water so steep that it made me giddy, and struck her nose, with a spout of spray, deep into the side of the next wave.

I was drenched and terrified, and fell instantly back into my old position, whereupon the coracle seemed to find her head again, and led me as softly as before among the billows. It was plain she was not to be interfered with, and at that rate, since I could in no way influence her course, what hope had I left of reaching land?

I began to be horribly frightened, but I kept my head for all that. First, moving with all care, I gradually baled out the coracle with my sea-cap; then getting my eye once more above the gunwale, I set myself to study how it was she managed to slip so quietly through the rollers.

I found each wave, instead of the big, smooth glossy mountain it looks from shore, or from a vessel’s deck, was for all the world like any range of hills on the dry land, full of peaks and smooth places and valleys. The coracle, left to herself, turning from side to side, threaded, so to speak, her way through these lower parts, and avoided the steep slopes and higher, toppling summits of the wave.

“Well, now,” thought I to myself, “it is plain I must lie where I am, and not disturb the balance; but it is plain, also, that I can put the paddle over the side, and from time to time, in smooth places, give her a shove or two towards land.” No sooner thought upon than done. There I lay on my elbows, in the most trying attitude, and every now and again gave a weak stroke or two to turn her head to shore.

It was very tiring, and slow work, yet I did visibly gain ground; and, as we drew near the Cape of the Woods, though I saw I must infallibly miss that point, I had still made some hundred yards of easting. I was, indeed, close in. I could see the cool, green tree-tops swaying together in the breeze, and I felt sure I should make the next promontory without fail.

It was high time, for I now began to be tortured with thirst. The glow of the sun from above, its thousandfold reflection from the waves, the sea water that fell and dried upon me, caking my very lips with salt, combined to make my throat burn and my brain ache. The sight of the trees so near at hand had almost made me sick with longing; but the current had soon carried me past the point; and, as the next reach of sea opened out, I beheld a sight that changed the nature of my thoughts.

Right in front of me, not half a mile away, I beheld the Hispaniola under sail. I made sure, of course, that I should be taken; but I was so distressed for want of water that I scarce knew whether to be glad or sorry at the thought; and, long before I had come to a conclusion, surprise had taken entire possession of my mind, and I could do nothing but stare and wonder.

The Hispaniola was under her main-sail and two jibs, and the beautiful white canvas shone in the sun like snow or silver. When I first sighted her, all her sails were drawing; she was lying a course about north-west; and I presumed the men on board were going round the island on their way back to the anchorage. Presently she began to fetch more and more to the westward, so that I thought they had sighted me and were going about in chase. At last, however, she fell right into the wind’s eye, was taken dead aback, and stood there a while helpless, with her sails shivering.

“Clumsy fellows,” said I; “they must still be drunk as owls.” And I thought how Captain Smollett would have set them skipping.

Meanwhile the schooner gradually fell off, and filled again upon another tack, sailed swiftly for a minute or so, and brought up once more dead in the wind’s eye. Again and again was this repeated. To and fro, up and down, north, south, east, and west, the Hispaniola sailed by swoops and dashes, and at each repetition ended as she had begun, with idly flapping canvas. It became plain to me that nobody was steering. And, if so, where were the men? Either they were dead drunk, or had deserted her, I thought, and perhaps if I could get on board, I might return the vessel to her captain.

The current was bearing coracle and schooner southward at an equal rate. As for the latter’s sailing, it was so wild and intermittent, and she hung each time so long in irons, that she certainly gained nothing, if she did not even lose. If only I dared to sit up and paddle, I made sure that I could overhaul her. The scheme had an air of adventure that inspired me, and the thought of the water-breaker beside the fore companion doubled my growing courage.

Up I got, was welcomed almost instantly by another cloud of spray, but this time stuck to my purpose; and set myself, with all my strength and caution, to paddle after the unsteered Hispaniola. Once I shipped a sea so heavy that I had to stop and bale, with my heart fluttering like a bird; but gradually I got into the way of the thing, and guided my coracle among the waves, with only now and then a blow upon her bows and a dash of foam in my face.

I was now gaining rapidly on the schooner; I could see the brass glisten on the tiller as it banged about; and still no soul appeared upon her decks. I could not choose but suppose she was deserted. If not, the men were lying drunk below, where I might batten them down, perhaps, and do what I chose with the ship.

For some time she had been doing the worst thing possible for me – standing still. She headed nearly due south, yawing, of course, all the time. Each time she fell off her sails partly filled, and these brought her, in a moment, right to the wind again. I have said this was the worst thing possible for me; for helpless as she looked in this situation, with the canvas cracking like cannon, and the blocks trundling and banging on the deck, she still continued to run away from me, not only with the speed of the current, but by the whole amount of her leeway, which was naturally great.

But now, at last, I had my chance. The breeze fell, for some seconds, very low, and the current gradually turning her, the Hispaniola revolved slowly round her centre, and at last presented me her stern, with the cabin window still gaping open, and the lamp over the table still burning on into the day. The main-sail hung drooped like a banner. She was stock-still, but for the current.

For the last little while I had even lost; but now redoubling my efforts, I began once more to overhaul the chase.

I was not a hundred yards from her when the wind came again in a clap; she filled on the port tack, and was off again, stooping and skimming like a swallow.

My first impulse was one of despair, but my second was towards joy. Round she came, till she was broadside-on to me – round still till she had covered a half, and then two-thirds, and then three-quarters of the distance that separated us. I could see the waves boiling white under her forefoot. Immensely tall she looked to me from my low station in the coracle.

And then, of a sudden, I began to comprehend. I had scarce time to think – scarce time to act and save myself. I was on the summit of one swell when the schooner came stooping over the next. The bowsprit was over my head. I sprang to my feet, and leaped, stamping the coracle under water. With one hand I caught the jib-boom, while my foot was lodged between the stay and the brace; and as I still clung there panting, a dull blow told me that the schooner had charged down upon and struck the coracle, and that I was left without retreat on the Hispaniola.


CHAPTER XXV
I strike the Jolly Roger

I HAD SCARCE gained a position on the bowsprit, when the flying jib flapped and filled upon the other tack, with a report like a gun. The schooner trembled to her keel under the reverse; but next moment, the other sails still drawing, the jib flapped back again, and hung idle.

This had nearly tossed me off into the sea; and now I lost no time, crawled back along the bowsprit, and tumbled head-foremost on the deck.

I was on the lee side of the forecastle, and the main-sail, which was still drawing, concealed from me a certain portion of the after-deck. Not a soul was to be seen. The planks, which had not been swabbed since the mutiny, bore the print of many feet; and an empty bottle, broken by the neck, tumbled to and fro like a live thing in the scuppers.

Suddenly the Hispaniola came right into the wind. The jibs behind me cracked aloud; the rudder slammed-to; the whole ship gave a sickening heave and shudder, and at the same moment the main-boom swung inboard, the sheet groaning in the blocks, and showed me the lee after-deck.

There were the two watchmen, sure enough: redcap on his back, as stiff as a handspike, with his arms stretched out like those of a crucifix, and his teeth showing through his open lips; Israel Hands propped against the bulwarks, his chin on his chest, his hands lying open before him on the deck, his face as white, under its tan, as a tallow-candle.

For a while the ship kept bucking and sidling like a vicious horse, the sails filling, now on one tack, now on another, and the boom swinging to and fro till the mast groaned aloud under the strain. Now and again, too, there would come a cloud of light sprays over the bulwark, and a heavy blow of the ship’s bows against the swell: so much heavier weather was made of it by this great rigged ship than by my home-made, lop-sided coracle, now gone to the bottom of the sea.

At every jump of the schooner, red-cap slipped to and fro; but – what was ghastly to behold – neither his attitude nor his fixed teeth-disclosing grin was anyway disturbed by this rough usage. At every jump, too, Hands appeared still more to sink into himself and settle down upon the deck, his feet sliding ever the farther out, and the whole body canting towards the stern, so that his face became, little by little, hid from me; and at last I could see nothing beyond his ear and the frayed ringlet of one whisker.

At the same time, I observed, around both of them, splashes of dark blood upon the planks, and began to feel sure that they had killed each other in their drunken wrath.

While I was thus looking and wondering, in a calm moment, when the ship was still, Israel Hands turned partly round, and, with a low moan, writhed himself back to the position in which I had seen him first. The moan, which told of pain and deadly weakness, and the way in which his jaw hung open, went right to my heart. But when I remembered the talk I had overheard from the apple-barrel all pity left me.

I walked aft until I reached the main-mast.

“Come aboard, Mr Hands,” I said ironically.

He rolled his eyes round heavily; but he was too far gone to express surprise. All he could do was to utter one word, “Brandy”.

It occurred to me there was no time to lose; and, dodging the boom as it once more lurched across the deck, I slipped aft, and down the companion-stairs into the cabin.

It was such a scene of confusion as you can hardly fancy. All the lockfast places had been broken open in quest of the chart. The floor was thick with mud, where ruffians had sat down to drink or consult after wading in the marshes round their camp. The bulkheads, all painted in clear white, and beaded round with gilt, bore a pattern of dirty hands. Dozens of empty bottles clinked together in corners to the rolling of the ship. One of the doctor’s medical books lay open on the table, half of the leaves gutted out, I suppose, for pipelights. In the midst of all this the lamp still cast a smoky glow, obscure and brown as umber.

I went into the cellar; all the barrels were gone, and of the bottles a most surprising number had been drunk out and thrown away. Certainly, since the mutiny began, not a man of them could ever have been sober.

Foraging about, I found a bottle with some brandy left, for Hands; and for myself I routed out some biscuit, some pickled fruits, a great bunch of raisins, and a piece of cheese. With these I came on deck, put down my own stock behind the rudder-head, and well out of the coxswain’s reach, went forward to the water-breaker, and had a good, deep drink of water, and then, and not till then, gave Hands the brandy.

He must have drunk a gill before he took the bottle from his mouth.

“Ay,” said he, “by thunder, but I wanted some o’ that!”

I had sat down already in my own corner and begun to eat.

“Much hurt?” I asked him.

He grunted, or, rather, I might say, he barked.

“If that doctor was aboard,” he said, “I’d be right enough in a couple of turns; but I don’t have no manner of luck, you see, and that’s what’s the matter with me. – As for that swab, he’s good and dead, he is,” he added, indicating the man with the red cap. “He warn’t no seaman, anyhow. – And where mought you have come from?”

“Well,” said I, “I’ve come aboard to take possession of this ship, Mr Hands; and you’ll please regard me as your captain until further notice.”

He looked at me sourly enough, but said nothing. Some of the colour had come back into his cheeks, though he still looked very sick, and still continued to slip out and settle down as the ship banged about.

“By the bye,” I continued, “I can’t have these colours, Mr Hands; and, by your leave, I’ll strike ’em. Better none than these.”

And, again dodging the boom, I ran to the colour lines, handed down their cursed black flag, and chucked it overboard.

“God save the King!” said I, waving my cap; “and there’s an end to Captain Silver!”

He watched me keenly and slyly, his chin all the while on his breast.

“I reckon,” he said at last – “I reckon, Cap’n Hawkins, you’ll kind of want to get ashore, now. S’pose we talks.”

“Why, yes,” says I, “with all my heart, Mr Hands. Say on.” And I went back to my meal with a good appetite.

“This man,” he began, nodding feebly at the corpse – “O’Brien were his name – a rank Irelander – this man and me got the canvas on her, meaning for to sail her back. Well, he’s dead now, he is – as dead as bilge; and who’s to sail this ship I don’t see. Without I gives you a hint, you ain’t that man, as far’s I can tell. Now, look here, you gives me food and drink, and a old scarf or ankercher to tie my wound up, you do; and I’ll tell you how to sail her; and that’s about square all round, I take it.”

“I’ll tell you one thing,” says I: “I’m not going back to Captain Kidd’s anchorage. I mean to get into North Inlet, and beach her quietly there.”

“To be sure you did,” he cried. “Why, I ain’t sich an infernal lubber, after all. I can see, can’t I? I’ve tried my fling, I have, and I’ve lost, and it’s you has the wind of me. North Inlet? Why, I haven’t no choice, not I! I’d help you sail her up to Execution Dock, by thunder! so I would.”

Well, as it seemed to me, there was some sense in this. We struck our bargain on the spot. In three minutes I had the Hispaniola sailing easily before the wind along the coast of Treasure Island, with good hopes of turning the northern point ere noon, and beating down again as far as North Inlet before high water, when we might beach her safely, and wait till the subsiding tide permitted us to land.

Then I lashed the tiller and went below to my own chest, where I got a soft silk handkerchief of my mother’s. With this, and with my aid, Hands bound up the great bleeding stab he had received in the thigh, and after he had eaten a little and had a swallow or two more of the brandy, he began to pick up visibly, sat straighter up, spoke louder and clearer, and looked in every way another man.

The breeze served us admirably. We skimmed before it like a bird, the coast of the island flashing by, and the view changing every minute. Soon we were past the high lands and bowling beside low, sandy country, sparsely dotted with dwarf pines, and soon we were beyond that again, and had turned the corner of the rocky hill that ends the island on the north.

I was greatly elated with my new command, and pleased with the bright, sunshiny weather and these different prospects of the coast. I had now plenty of water and good things to eat, and my conscience, which had smitten me hard for my desertion, was quieted by the great conquest I had made. I should, I think, have had nothing left me to desire but for the eyes of the coxswain as they followed me derisively about the deck, and the odd smile that appeared continually on his face. It was a smile that had in it something both of pain and weakness – a haggard, old man’s smile; but there was, besides that, a grain of derision, a shadow of treachery, in his expression as he craftily watched, and watched, and watched me at my work.


CHAPTER XXVI
Israel hands

THE WIND, SERVING us to a desire, now hauled into the west. We could run so much the easier from the north-east corner of the island to the mouth of the North Inlet. Only, as we had no power to anchor, and dared not beach her till the tide had flowed a good deal farther, time hung on our hands. The coxswain told me how to lay the ship to; after a good many trials I succeeded, and we both sat in silence, over another meal.

“Cap’n,” said he, at length, with that same uncomfortable smile, “here’s my old shipmate, O’Brien; s’pose you was to heave him overboard. I ain’t partic’lar as a rule, and I don’t take no blame for settling his hash; but I don’t reckon him ornamental, now, do you?”

“I’m not strong enough, and I don’t like the job; and there he lies, for me,” said I.

“This here’s an unlucky ship – this Hispaniola, Jim,” he went on, blinking. “There’s a power of men been killed in this Hispaniola – a sight o’ poor seamen dead and gone since you and me took ship to Bristol. I never seen sich dirty luck, not I. There was this here O’Brien now – he’s dead, ain’t he? Well, now, I’m no scholar, and you’re a lad as can read and figure; and, to put it straight, do you take it as a dead man is dead for good, or do he come alive again?”

“You can kill the body, Mr Hands, but not the spirit; you must know that already,” I replied. “O’Brien there is in another world, and maybe watching us.”

“Ah!” says he. “Well, that’s unfort’nate – appears as if killing parties was a waste of time. Howsomever, sperrits don’t reckon for much, by what I’ve seen. I’ll chance it with the sperrits, Jim. And now, you’ve spoke up free, and I’ll take it kind if you’d step down into that there cabin and get me a – well, a – shiver my timbers! I can’t hit the name on’t; well, you get me a bottle of wine, Jim – this here brandy’s too strong for my head.”

Now, the coxswain’s hesitation seemed to be unnatural; and as for the notion of his preferring wine to brandy, I entirely disbelieved it. The whole story was a pretext. He wanted me to leave the deck – so much was plain; but with what purpose I could in no way imagine. His eyes never met mine; they kept wandering to and fro, up and down, now with a look to the sky, now with a flitting glance upon the dead O’Brien. All the time he kept smiling, and putting his tongue out in the most guilty, embarrassed manner, so that a child could have told that he was bent on some deception. I was prompt with my answer, however, for I saw where my advantage lay; and that with a fellow so densely stupid I could easily conceal my suspicions to the end.

“Some wine?” I said. “Far better. Will you have white or red?”

“Well, I reckon it’s about the blessed same to me, shipmate,” he replied; “so it’s strong, and plenty of it, what’s the odds?”

“All right,” I answered. “I’ll bring you port, Mr Hands. But I’ll have to dig for it.”

With that I scuttled down the companion with all the noise I could, slipped off my shoes, ran quietly along the sparred gallery, mounted the forecastle ladder, and popped my head out of the fore companion. I knew he would not expect to see me there; yet I took every precaution possible; and certainly the worst of my suspicions proved too true.

He had risen from his position to his hands and knees; and, though his leg obviously hurt him pretty sharply when he moved – for I could hear him stifle a groan – yet it was at a good, rattling rate that he trailed himself across the deck. In half a minute he had reached the port scuppers, and picked, out of a coil of rope, a long knife, or rather a short dirk, discoloured to the hilt with blood. He looked upon it for a moment, thrusting forth his under jaw, tried the point upon his hand, and then, hastily concealing it in the bosom of his jacket, trundled back again into his old place against the bulwark.

This was all that I required to know. Israel could move about; he was now armed; and if he had been at so much trouble to get rid of me, it was plain that I was meant to be the victim. What he would do afterwards – whether he would try to crawl right across the island from North Inlet to the camp among the swamps, or whether he would fire Long Tom, trusting that his own comrades might come first to help him, was, of course, more than I could say.

Yet I felt sure that I could trust him in one point, since in that our interests jumped together, and that was in the disposition of the schooner. We both desired to have her stranded safe enough, in a sheltered place, and so that, when the time came, she could be got off again with as little labour and danger as might be; and until that was done I considered that my life would certainly be spared.

While I was thus turning the business over in my mind, I had not been idle with my body. I had stolen back to the cabin, slipped once more into my shoes, and laid my hand at random on a bottle of wine, and now, with this for an excuse, I made my re-appearance on the deck.

Hands lay as I had left him, all fallen together in a bundle, and with his eyelids lowered, as though he were too weak to bear the light. He looked up, however, at my coming, knocked the neck off the bottle, like a man who had done the same thing often, and took a good swig, with his favourite toast of “Here’s luck!” Then he lay quiet for a little, and then, pulling out a stick of tobacco, begged me to cut him a quid.

“Cut me a junk o’ that,” says he, “for I haven’t no knife, and hardly strength enough, so be as I had. Ah, Jim, Jim, I reckon I’ve missed stays! Cut me a quid, as’ll likely be the last, lad; for I’m for my long home and no mistake.”

“Well,” said I, “I’ll cut you some tobacco; but if I was you and thought myself so badly, I would go to my prayers, like a Christian man.”

“Why?” said he. “Now, you tell me why.”

“Why?” I cried. “You were asking me just now about the dead. You’ve broken your trust; you’ve lived in sin and lies and blood; there’s a man you killed lying at your feet this moment; and you ask me why! For God’s mercy, Mr Hands, that’s why.”

I spoke with a little heat, thinking of the bloody dirk he had hidden in his pocket, and designed, in his ill thoughts, to end me with. He, for his part, took a great draught of the wine, and spoke with the most unusual solemnity.

“For thirty years,” he said, “I’ve sailed the seas, and seen good and bad, better and worse, fair weather and foul, provisions running out, knives going, and what not. Well, now I tell you, I never seen good come o’ goodness yet. Him as strikes first is my fancy; dead men don’t bite; them’s my views – amen, so be it. And now, you look here,” he added, suddenly changing his tone, “we’ve had about enough of this foolery. The tide’s made good enough by now. You just take my orders, Cap’n Hawkins, and we’ll sail slap in and be done with it.”

All told, we had scarce two miles to run; but the navigation was delicate, the entrance to this northern anchorage was not only narrow and shoal, but lay east and west, so that the schooner must be nicely handled to be got in. I think I was a good, prompt subaltern, and I am very sure that Hands was an excellent pilot; for we went about and about, and dodged in, shaving the banks, with a certainty and a neatness that were a pleasure to behold.

Scarcely had we passed the heads before the land closed around us. The shores of North Inlet were as thickly wooded as those of the southern anchorage; but the space was longer and narrower, and more like, what in truth it was, the estuary of a river. Right before us, at the southern end we saw the wreck of a ship in the last stages of dilapidation. It had been a great vessel of three masts, but had lain so long exposed to the injuries of the weather, that it was hung about with great webs of dripping seaweed, and on the deck of it shore bushes had taken root, and now flourished thick with flowers. It was a sad sight, but it showed us that the anchorage was calm.

“Now,” said Hands, “look there; there’s a pet bit for to beach a ship in. Fine flat sand, never a cat’s-paw, trees all around of it, and flowers a-blowing like a garding on that old ship.”

“And once beached,” I inquired, “how shall we get her off again?”

“Why, so,” he replied: “you take a line ashore there on the other side at low water: take a turn about one o’ them big pines; bring it back, take a turn around the capstan, and lie-to for the tide. Come high water, all hands take a pull upon the line, and off she comes as sweet as natur’. And now, boy, you stand by. We’re near the bit now, and she’s too much way on her. Starboard a little – so – steady – starboard – larboard a little – steady – steady!”

So he issued his commands, which I breathlessly obeyed; till, all of a sudden, he cried, “Now, my hearty, luff!” And I put the helm hard up, and the Hispaniola swung round rapidly, and ran stem on for the low-wooded shore.

The excitement of these last manœuvres had somewhat interfered with the watch I had kept hitherto, sharply enough, upon the coxswain. Even then I was still so much interested, waiting for the ship to touch, that I had quite forgot the peril that hung over my head, and stood craning over the starboard bulwarks and watching the ripples spreading wide before the bows. I might have fallen without a struggle for my life, had not a sudden disquietude seized upon me, and made me turn my head. Perhaps I had heard a creak, or seen his shadow moving with the tail of my eye; perhaps it was an instinct like a cat’s; but, sure enough, when I looked round, there was Hands, already halfway towards me, with the dirk in his right hand.

We must both have cried out aloud when our eyes met; but while mine was the shrill cry of terror, his was a roar of fury like a charging bull’s. At the same instant he threw himself forward, and I leapt sideways towards the bows. As I did so, I left hold of the tiller, which sprang sharp to leeward; and I think this saved my life, for it struck Hands across the chest, and stopped him, for the moment, dead.

Before he could recover, I was safe out of the corner where he had me trapped, with all the deck to dodge about. Just forward of the main-mast I stopped, drew a pistol from my pocket, took a cool aim, though he had already turned and was once more coming directly after me, and drew the trigger. The hammer fell, but there followed neither flash nor sound; the priming was useless with sea water. I cursed myself for my neglect. Why had not I, long before, reprimed and reloaded my only weapons? Then I should not have been, as now, a mere fleeing sheep before this butcher.

Wounded as he was, it was wonderful how fast he could move, his grizzled hair tumbling over his face, and his face itself as red as a red ensign with his haste and fury. I had no time to try my other pistol, nor, indeed, much inclination, for I was sure it would be useless. One thing I saw plainly: I must not simply retreat before him, or he would speedily hold me boxed into the bows, as a moment since he had so nearly boxed me in the stern. Once so caught, and nine or ten inches of the blood-stained dirk would be my last experience on this side of eternity. I placed my palms against the main-mast, which was of a goodish bigness, and waited, every nerve upon the stretch.

Seeing that I meant to dodge, he also paused; and a moment or two passed in feints on his part, and corresponding movements upon mine. It was such a game as I had often played at home about the rocks of Black Hill Cove; but never before, you may be sure, with such a wildly beating heart as now. Still, as I say, it was a boy’s game, and I thought I could hold my own at it, against an elderly seaman with a wounded thigh. Indeed, my courage had begun to rise so high that I allowed myself a few darting thoughts on what would be the end of the affair; and while I saw certainly that I could spin it out for long, I saw no hope of any ultimate escape.

Well, while things stood thus, suddenly the Hispaniola struck, staggered, ground for an instant in the sand, and then, swift as a blow, canted over to the port side, till the deck stood at an angle of forty-five degrees, and about a puncheon of water splashed into the scupper holes, and lay, in a pool, between the deck and bulwark.

We were both of us capsized in a second, and both of us rolled, almost together, into the scuppers; the dead red-cap, with his arms still spread out, tumbling stiffly after us. So near were we, indeed, that my head came against the coxswain’s foot with a crack that made my teeth rattle. Blow and all, I was the first afoot again; for Hands had got involved with the dead body. The sudden canting of the ship had made the deck no place for running on; I had to find some new way of escape, and that upon the instant, for my foe was almost touching me. Quick as thought I sprang into the mizzen shrouds, rattled up hand over hand, and did not draw a breath till I was seated on the cross-trees.

I had been saved by being prompt; the dirk had struck not half a foot below me, as I pursued my upward flight; and there stood Israel Hands with his mouth open and his face upturned to mine, a perfect statue of surprise and disappointment.

Now that I had a moment to myself, I lost no time in changing the priming of my pistol, and then, having one ready for service, and to make assurance doubly sure, I proceeded to draw the load of the other, and recharge it afresh from the beginning.

My new employment struck Hands all of a heap; he began to see the dice going against him; and after an obvious hesitation, he also hauled himself heavily into the shrouds, and, with the dirk in his teeth, began slowly and painfully to mount. It cost him no end of time and groans to haul his wounded leg behind him; and I had quietly finished my arrangements before he was much more than a third of the way up. Then, with a pistol in either hand, I addressed him.

“One more step, Mr Hands,” said I, “and I’ll blow your brains out! Dead men don’t bite, you know,” I added, with a chuckle.

He stopped instantly. I could see by the working of his face that he was trying to think, and the process was so slow and laborious that, in my new-found security, I laughed aloud. At last, with a swallow or two, he spoke, his face still wearing the same expression of extreme perplexity. In order to speak he had to take the dagger from his mouth, but, in all else, he remained unmoved.

“Jim,” says he, “I reckon we’re fouled, you and me, and we’ll have to sign articles. I’d have had you but for that there lurch: but I don’t have no luck, not I; and I reckon I’ll have to strike, which comes hard, you see, for a master mariner to a ship’s younker like you, Jim.”

I was drinking in his words and smiling away, as conceited as a cock upon a wall, when, all in a breath, back went his right hand over his shoulder. Something sang like an arrow through the air: I felt a blow and then a sharp pang, and there I was pinned by the shoulder to the mast. In the horrid pain and surprise of the moment – I scarce can say it was by my own volition, and I am sure it was without a conscious aim – both my pistols went off, and both escaped out of my hands. They did not fall alone; with a choked cry, the coxswain loosed his grasp upon the shrouds, and plunged head first into the water.


CHAPTER XXVII
“Pieces of Eight”

OWING TO THE cant of the vessel, the masts hung far out over the water, and from my perch on the cross-trees I had nothing below me but the surface of the bay. Hands, who was not so far up, was, in consequence, nearer to the ship, and fell between me and the bulwarks. He rose once to the surface in a lather of foam and blood, and then sank again for good. As the water settled, I could see him lying huddled together on the clean, bright sand in the shadow of the vessel’s sides. A fish or two whipped past his body. Sometimes, by the quivering of the water, he appeared to move a little, as if he were trying to rise. But he was dead enough, for all that, being both shot and drowned, and was food for fish in the very place where he had designed my slaughter.

I was no sooner certain of this than I began to feel sick, faint, and terrified. The hot blood was running over my back and chest. The dirk, where it had pinned my shoulder to the mast, seemed to burn like a hot iron; yet it was not so much these real sufferings that distressed me, for these, it seemed to me, I could bear without a murmur; it was the horror I had upon my mind of falling from the cross-trees into that still green water, beside the body of the coxswain.

I clung with both hands till my nails ached, and I shut my eyes as if to cover up the peril. Gradually my mind came back again, my pulses quieted down to a more natural time, and I was once more in possession of myself.

It was my first thought to pluck forth the dirk; but either it stuck too hard or my nerve failed me; and I desisted with a violent shudder. Oddly enough, that very shudder did the business. The knife, in fact, had come the nearest in the world to missing me altogether; it held me by a mere pinch of skin, and this the shudder tore away. The blood ran down the faster, to be sure; but I was my own master again, and only tacked to the mast by my coat and shirt.

These last I broke through with a sudden jerk, and then regained the deck by the starboard shrouds. For nothing in the world would I have again ventured, shaken as I was, upon the overhanging port shrouds, from which Israel had so lately fallen.

I went below, and did what I could for my wound; it pained me a good deal, and still bled freely; but it was neither deep nor dangerous, nor did it greatly gall me when I used my arm. Then I looked around me, and as the ship was now, in a sense, my own, I began to think of clearing it from its last passenger – the dead man, O’Brien.

He had pitched, as I have said, against the bulwarks, where he lay like some horrible, ungainly sort of puppet; life-size, indeed, but how different from life’s colour or life’s comeliness! In that position I could easily have my way with him; and as the habit of tragical adventures had worn off almost all my terror for the dead, I took him by the waist as if he had been a sack of bran, and with one good heave tumbled him overboard. He went in with a sounding plunge; the red cap came off, and remained floating on the surface; and as soon as the splash subsided, I could see him and Israel lying side by side, both wavering with the tremulous movement of the water. O’Brien, though still quite a young man, was very bald. There he lay, with that bald head across the knees of the man who had killed him, and the quick fishes steering to and fro over both.

I was now alone upon the ship; the tide had just turned. The sun was within so few degrees of setting that already the shadow of the pines upon the western shore began to reach right across the anchorage, and fall in patterns on the deck. The evening breeze had sprung up, and though it was well warded off by the hill with the two peaks upon the east, the cordage had begun to sing a little softly to itself and the idle sails to rattle to and fro. I began to see a danger to the ship. The jibs I speedily doused and brought tumbling to the deck; but the main-sail was a harder matter. Of course, when the schooner canted over, the boom had swung out-board, and the cap of it and a foot or two of sail hung even under water. I thought this made it still more dangerous; yet the strain was so heavy that I half feared to meddle. At last I got my knife and cut the halyards. The peak dropped instantly, a great belly of loose canvas floated broad upon the water; and since, pull as I liked, I could not budge the downhaul, that was the extent of what I could accomplish. For the rest, the Hispaniola must trust to luck, like myself.

By this time the whole anchorage had fallen into shadow – the last rays, I remember, falling through a glade of the wood, and shining bright as jewels, on the flowery mantle of the wreck. It began to be chill; the tide was rapidly fleeting seaward, the schooner settling more and more on her beam-ends.

I scrambled forward and looked over. It seemed shallow enough, and holding the cut hawser in both hands for a last security, I let myself drop softly overboard. The water scarcely reached my waist; the sand was firm and covered with ripple-marks, and I waded ashore in great spirits, leaving the Hispaniola on her side, with her main-sail trailing wide upon the surface of the bay. About the same time the sun went fairly down, and the breeze whistled low in the dusk among the tossing pines.

At least, and at last, I was off the sea, nor had I returned thence empty-handed. There lay the schooner, clear at last from buccaneers and ready for our own men to board and get to sea again. I had nothing nearer my fancy than to get home to the stockade and boast of my achievements. Possibly I might be blamed a bit for my truantry, but the recapture of the Hispaniola was a clenching answer, and I hoped that even Captain Smollett would confess I had not lost my time.

So thinking, and in famous spirits, I began to set my face homeward for the block-house and my companions. I remembered that the most easterly of the rivers which drain into Captain Kidd’s anchorage ran from the two-peaked hill upon my left; and I bent my course in that direction that I might pass the stream while it was small. The wood was pretty open, and keeping along the lower spurs, I had soon turned the corner of that hill, and not long after waded to the mid-calf across the watercourse.

This brought me near to where I had encountered Ben Gunn, the maroon; and I walked more circumspectly, keeping an eye on every side. The dusk had come nigh hand completely, and, as I opened out the cleft between the two peaks, I became aware of a wavering glow against the sky, where, as I judged, the man of the island was cooking his supper before a roaring fire. And yet I wondered, in my heart, that he should show himself so careless. For if I could see this radiance, might it not reach the eyes of Silver himself where he camped upon the shore among the marshes?

Gradually the night fell blacker; it was all I could do to guide myself even roughly towards my destination; the double hill behind me and the Spy-glass on my right hand loomed faint and fainter; the stars were few and pale; and in the low ground where I wandered I kept tripping among bushes and rolling into sandy pits.

Suddenly a kind of brightness fell about me. I looked up; a pale glimmer of moonbeams had alighted on the summit of the Spy-glass, and soon after I saw something broad and silvery moving low down behind the trees, and knew the moon had risen.

With this to help me, I passed rapidly over what remained to me of my journey; and, sometimes walking, sometimes running, impatiently drew near to the stockade. Yet, as I began to thread the grove that lies before it, I was not so thoughtless but that I slacked my pace and went a trifle warily. It would have been a poor end of my adventures to get shot down by my own party in mistake.

The moon was climbing higher and higher; its light began to fall here and there in masses through the more open districts of the wood; and right in front of me a glow of a different colour appeared among the trees. It was red and hot, and now and again it was a little darkened – as it were the embers of a bonfire smouldering.

For the life of me, I could not think what it might be.

At last I came right down upon the borders of the clearing. The western end was already steeped in moonshine: the rest, and the block-house itself, still lay in a black shadow, chequered with long, silvery streaks of light. On the other side of the house an immense fire had burned itself into clear embers and shed a steady, red reverberation, contrasted strongly with the mellow paleness of the moon. There was not a soul stirring, nor a sound beside the noises of the breezes.

I stopped, with much wonder in my heart, and perhaps a little terror also. It had not been our way to build great fires; we were, indeed, by the captain’s orders, somewhat niggardly of firewood; and I began to fear that something had gone wrong while I was absent.

I stole round by the eastern end, keeping close in shadow, and at a convenient place, where the darkness was thickest, crossed the palisade.

To make assurance surer, I got upon my hands and knees, and crawled, without a sound, towards the corner of the house. As I drew nearer, my heart was suddenly and greatly lightened. It is not a pleasant noise in itself, and I have often complained of it at other times; but just then it was like music to hear my friends snoring together so loud and peaceful in their sleep. The sea-cry of the watch, that beautiful “All’s well,” never fell more reassuringly on my ear.

In the meantime, there was no doubt of one thing: they kept an infamous bad watch. If it had been Silver and his lads that were now creeping in on them, not a soul would have seen daybreak. That was what it was, thought I, to have the captain wounded; and again I blamed myself sharply for leaving them in that danger with so few to mount guard.

By this time I had got to the door and stood up. All was dark within, so that I could distinguish nothing by the eye. As for sounds, there was the steady drone of the snorers, and a small occasional noise a flickering or pecking that I could in no way account for.

With my arms before me I walked steadily in. I should lie down in my own place (I thought, with a silent chuckle) and enjoy their faces when they found me in the morning.

My foot struck something yielding – it was a sleeper’s leg; and he turned and groaned, but without awaking.

And then, all of a sudden, a shrill voice broke forth out of the darkness:

“Pieces of eight! pieces of eight! pieces of eight! pieces of eight! pieces of eight! and so forth, without pause or change, like the clacking of a tiny mill.

Silver’s green parrot, Captain Flint! It was she whom I had heard pecking at a piece of bark; it was she, keeping better watch than any human being, who thus announced my arrival with her wearisome refrain. I had no time left me to recover. At the sharp, clipping tone of the parrot, the sleepers awoke and sprang up; and with a mighty oath, the voice of Silver cried:

“Who goes?”

I turned to run, struck violently against one person, recoiled, and ran fall into the arms of a second, who, for his part, closed upon and held me tight.

“Bring a torch, Dick,” said Silver, when my capture was thus assured.

And one of the men left the log-house and presently returned with a lighted brand.



PART VI

Captain Silver




CHAPTER XXVIII
In the Enemy’s Camp

THE RED GLARE of the torch, lighting up the interior of the block-house, showed me the worst of my apprehensions realised. The pirates were in possession of the house and stores: there was the cask of cognac, there were the pork and bread, as before; and, what tenfold increased my horror, not a sign of any prisoner. I could only judge that all had perished, and my heart smote me sorely that I had not been there to perish with them.

There were six of the buccaneers, all told; not another man was left alive. Five of them were on their feet, flushed and swollen, suddenly called out of the first sleep of drunkenness. The sixth had only risen upon his elbow: he was deadly pale, and the blood-stained bandage round his head told that he had recently been wounded, and still more recently dressed. I remembered the man who had been shot and had run back among the woods in the great attack, and doubted not that this was he.

The parrot sat, preening her plumage, on Long John’s shoulder. He himself, I thought, looked somewhat paler and more stern than I was used to. He still wore the fine broadcloth suit in which he had fulfilled his mission, but it was bitterly the worse for wear, daubed with clay and torn with the sharp briers of the wood.

“So,” said he, “here’s Jim Hawkins, shiver my timbers! Dropped in, like, eh? Well, come, I take that friendly.”

And thereupon he sat down across the brandy cask, and began to fill a pipe.

“Give me a loan of the link, Dick,” said he; and then, when he had a good light, “that’ll do, lad,” he added; “stick the glim in the wood-heap; and you, gentlemen, bring yourselves to! – You needn’t stand up for Mr Hawkins; he’ll excuse you, you may lay to that. And so, Jim” – stopping the tobacco – “here you were, and quite a pleasant surprise for poor old John. I see you were smart when first I set my eyes on you; but this here gets away from me clean, it do.”

To all this, as may be well supposed, I made no answer. They had set me with my back against the wall; and I stood there, looking Silver in the face, pluckily enough, I hope, to all outward appearance, but with black despair in my heart.

Silver took a whiff or two of his pipe with great composure, and then ran on again.

“Now, you see, Jim, so be as you are here,” says he, “I’ll give you a piece of my mind. I’ve always liked you, I have, for a lad of spirit, and the picter of my own self when I was young and handsome. I always wanted you to jine and take your share, and die a gentleman, and now, my cock, you’ve got to. Cap’n Smollett’s a fine seaman, as I’ll own up to any day, but stiff on discipline. ‘Dooty is dooty,’ says he, and right he is. Just you keep clear of the cap’n. The doctor himself is gone dead again you – ‘ungrateful scamp’ was what he said; and the short and the long of the whole story is about here: you can’t go back to your own lot, for they won’t have you; and, without you start a third ship’s company all by yourself, which might be lonely, you’ll have to jine with Cap’n Silver.”

So far so good. My friends, then, were still alive, and though I partly believed the truth of Silver’s statement, that the cabin party were incensed at me for my desertion, I was more relieved than distressed by what I heard.

“I don’t say nothing as to your being in our hands,” continued Silver, “though there you are, and you may lay to it. I’m all for argyment; I never seen good come out o’ threatening. If you like the service, well, you’ll jine; and if you don’t, Jim, why, you’re free to answer no – free and welcome, shipmate; and if fairer can be said by mortal seaman, shiver my sides!”

“Am I to answer, then?” I asked, with a very tremulous voice. Through all this sneering talk I was made to feel the threat of death that overhung me, and my cheeks burned and my heart beat painfully in my breast.

“Lad,” said Silver, “no one’s a-pressing of you. Take your bearings. None of us won’t hurry you, mate; time goes so pleasant in your company, you see.”

“Well,” says I, growing a bit bolder, “if I’m to choose, I declare I have a right to know what’s what, and why you’re here, and where my friends are.”

“Wot’s wot?” repeated one of the buccaneers, in a deep growl. “Ah, he’d be a lucky one as knowed that!”

“You’ll perhaps batten down your hatches till you’re spoke to, my friend,” cried Silver truculently to this speaker. And then, in his first gracious tones, he replied to me: “Yesterday morning, Mr Hawkins,” said he, “in the dog-watch, down came Dr Livesey with a flag of truce. Says he, ‘Cap’n Silver, you’re sold out. Ship’s gone.’ Well, maybe we’d been taking a glass, and a song to help it round. I won’t say no. Leastways none of us had looked out. We looked out, and, by thunder! The old ship was gone. I never seen a pack o’ fools look fishier; and you may lay to that, if I tells you that looked the fishiest; ‘Well,’ says the doctor, ‘let’s bargain.’ We bargained, him and I, and here we are: stores, brandy, block-house, the firewood you was thoughtful enough to cut, and, in a manner of speaking, the whole blessed boat, from cross-trees to kelson. As for them, they’ve tramped; I don’t know where’s they are.”

He drew again quietly at his pipe.

“And lest you should take it into that head of yours,” he went on, “that you was included in the treaty, here’s the last word that was said: ‘How many are you,’ says I, ‘to leave?’ ‘Four,’ says he – ‘four, and one of us wounded. As for that boy, I don’t know where he is, confound him!’ says he, ‘nor I don’t much care. We’re about sick of him.’ These was his words.”

“Is that all?” I asked.

“Well, it’s all that you’re to hear, my son,” returned Silver.

“And now I am to choose?”

“And now you are to choose, and you may lay to that,” said Silver.

“Well,” said I, “I am not such a fool but I know pretty well what I have to look for. Let the worst come to the worst, it’s little I care. I’ve seen too many die since I fell in with you. But there’s a thing or two I have to tell you,” I said, and by this time I was quite excited, “and the first is this: here you are, in a bad way: ship lost, treasure lost, men lost; your whole business gone to wreck; and if you want to know who did it – it was I! I was in the apple-barrel the night we sighted land, and I heard you, John, and you, Dick Johnson, and Hands, who is now at the bottom of the sea, and told every word you said before the hour was out. And as for the schooner, it was I who cut her cable, and it was I that killed the men you had aboard of her, and it was I who brought her where you’ll never see her more, not one of you. The laugh’s on my side; I’ve had the top of this business from the first; I no more fear you than I fear a fly. Kill me, if you please, or spare me. But one thing I’ll say, and no more; if you spare me, bygones are bygones, and when you fellows are in court for piracy I’ll save you all I can. It is for you to choose. Kill another and do yourselves no good, or spare me and keep a witness to save you from the gallows.”

I stopped, for, I tell you, I was out of breath, and, to my wonder, not a man of them moved, but all sat staring at me like as many sheep. And while they were still staring, I broke out again:

“And now, Mr Silver,” I said, “I believe you’re the best man here, and if things go the worst, I’ll take it kind of you to let the doctor know the way I took it.”

“I’ll bear it in mind,” said Silver, with an accent so curious that I could not, for the life of me, decide whether he were laughing at my request, or had been favourably affected by my courage.

“I’ll put one to that,” cried the old mahogany-faced seaman – Morgan by name – whom I had seen in Long John’s public-house upon the quays of Bristol. “It was him that knowed Black Dog.”

“Well, and see here,” added the sea-cook. “I’ll put another again to that, by thunder! for it was this same boy that faked the chart from Billy Bones. First and last, we’ve split upon Jim Hawkins!”

“Then here goes!” said Morgan, with an oath.

And he sprang up, drawing his knife as if he had been twenty.

“Avast there!” cried Silver. “Who are you, Tom Morgan? Maybe you thought you was cap’n here, perhaps. By the powers, but I’ll teach you better! Cross me, and you’ll go where many a good man’s gone before you, first and last, these thirty year back – some to the yard-arm, shiver my sides! and some by the board, and all to feed the fishes. There’s never a man looked me between the eyes and seen a good day a’terwards, Tom Morgan, you may lay to that.”

Morgan paused; but a hoarse murmur rose from the others.

“Tom’s right,” said one.

“I stood hazing long enough from one,” added another. “I’ll be hanged if I’ll be hazed by you, John Silver.”

“Did any of you gentlemen want to have it out with me?” roared Silver, bending far forward from his position on the keg, with his pipe still glowing in his right hand. “Put a name on what you’re at; you ain’t dumb, I reckon. Him that wants shall get it. Have I lived this many years, and a son of a rum puncheon cock his hat athwart my hawse at the latter end of it? You know the way; you’re all gentlemen o’ fortune, by your account. Well, I’m ready. Take a cutlass, him that dares, and I’ll see the colour of his inside, crutch and all, before that pipe’s empty.”

Not a man stirred; not a man answered.

“That’s your sort, is it?” he added, returning his pipe to his mouth. “Well, you’re a gay lot to look at, anyway. Not much worth to fight, you ain’t. P’r’aps you can understand King George’s English. I’m cap’n here by ’lection. I’m cap’n here because I’m the best man by a long sea-mile. You won’t fight, as gentlemen o’ fortune should; then, by thunder, you’ll obey, and you may lay to it! I like that boy, now; I never seen a better boy than that. He’s more a man than any pair of rats of you in this here house, and what I say is this: let me see him that’ll lay a hand on him – that’s what I say, and you may lay to it.”

There was a long pause after this. I stood straight up against the wall, my heart still going like a sledgehammer, but with a ray of hope now shining in my bosom. Silver leant back against the wall, his arms crossed, his pipe in the corner of his mouth, as calm as though he had been in church; yet his eye kept wandering furtively, and he kept the tail of it on his unruly followers. They, on their part, drew gradually together towards the far end of the block-house, and the low hiss of their whispering sounded in my ear continuously like a stream. One after another they would look up, and the red light of the torch would fall for a second on their nervous faces; but it was not towards me, it was towards Silver that they turned their eyes.

“You seem to have a lot to say,” remarked Silver, spitting far into the air. “Pipe up and let me hear it, or lay-to.”

“Ax your pardon, sir,” returned one of the men, “You’re pretty free with some of the rules; maybe you’ll kindly keep an eye upon the rest. This crew’s dissatisfied; this crew don’t vally bullying a marlinspike; this crew has its rights like other crews, I’ll make so free as that; and by your own rules I take it we can talk together. I ax your pardon, sir, acknowledging you to be capting at this present; but I claim my right, and steps outside for a council.”

And with an elaborate sea-salute, this fellow, a long, ill-looking, yellow-eyed man of five-and-thirty, stepped coolly towards the door and disappeared out of the house. One after another, the rest followed his example; each making a salute as he passed; each adding some apology. “According to rules,” said one. “Fo’c’s’le council,” said Morgan. And so with one remark or another, all marched out, and left Silver and me alone with the torch.

The sea-cook instantly removed his pipe.

“Now, look you here, Jim Hawkins,” he said, in a steady whisper, that was no more than audible, “you’re within half a plank of death, and, what’s a long sight worse, of torture. They’re going to throw me off. But, you mark, I stand by you through thick and thin. I didn’t mean to; no, not till you spoke up. I was about desperate to lose that much blunt, and be hanged into the bargain. But I see you was the right sort. I says to myself: you stand by Hawkins, John, and Hawkins’ll stand by you. You’re his last card, and, by the living thunder, John, he’s yours! Back to back, says I. You save your witness, and he’ll save your neck!”

I began dimly to understand.

“You mean all’s lost?” I asked.

“Ay, by gum, I do!” he answered. “Ship gone, neck gone – that’s the size of it. Once I looked into that bay, Jim Hawkins, and seen no schooner – well, I’m tough, but I gave out. As for that lot and their council, mark me, they’re outright fools and cowards. I’ll save your life – if so be as I can – from them. But, see here, Jim – tit for tat – you save Long John from swinging.”

I was bewildered; it seemed a thing so hopeless he was asking – he, the old buccaneer, the ringleader throughout.

“What I can do, that I’ll do,” I said.

“It’s a bargain!” cried Long John. “You speak up plucky, and, by thunder! I’ve a chance.”

He hobbled to the torch, where it stood propped among the firewood, and took a fresh light to his pipe.

“Understand me, Jim,” he said, returning. “I’ve a head on my shoulders, I have. I’m on squire’s side now. I know you’ve got that ship safe somewheres. How you done it I don’t know, but safe it is. I guess Hands and O’Brien turned soft. I never much believed in neither of them. Now you mark me. I ask no questions, nor I won’t let others. I know when a game’s up, I do; and I know a lad that’s staunch. Ah, you that’s young – you and me might have done a power of good together!”

He drew some cognac from the cask into a tin cannikin.

“Will you taste, messmate?” he asked; and when I had refused: “Well, I’ll take a drain myself, Jim,” said he. “I need a caulker, for there’s trouble on hand. And, talking o’ trouble, why did that doctor give me the chart, Jim?”

My face expressed a wonder so unaffected that he saw the needlessness of further questions.

“Ah, well, he did, though,” said he. “And there’s something under that, no doubt – something, surely, under that, Jim – bad or good.”

And he took another swallow of the brandy, shaking his great fair head like a man who looks forward to the worst.


CHAPTER XXIX
The Black Spot again

THE COUNCIL OF the buccaneers had lasted some time, when one of them re-entered the house, and with a repetition of the same salute, which had in my eyes an ironical air, begged for a moment’s loan of the torch. Silver briefly agreed; and this emissary retired again, leaving us together in the dark.

“There’s a breeze coming, Jim,” said Silver, who had, by this time, adopted quite a friendly and familiar tone. I turned to the loophole nearest me and looked out. The embers of the great fire had so far burned themselves out, and now glowed so low and duskily, that I understood why these conspirators desired a torch. About halfway down the slope to the stockade they were collected in a group; one held the light; another was on his knees in their midst, and I saw the blade of an open knife shine in his hand with varying colours in the moon and torchlight. The rest were all somewhat stooping, as though watching the manœuvres of this last. I could just make out that he had a book as well as a knife in his hand; and was still wondering how anything so incongruous had come in their possession, when the kneeling figure rose once more to his feet, and the whole party began to move together towards the house.

“Here they come,” said I; and I returned to my former position, for it seemed beneath my dignity that they should find me watching them.

“Well, let ’em come, lad – let ’em come,” said Silver cheerily. “I’ve still a shot in my locker.”

The door opened, and the five men, standing huddled together just inside, pushed one of their number forward. In any other circumstances it would have been comical to see his slow advance, hesitating as he set down each foot, but holding his closed right hand in front of him.

“Step up, lad,” cried Silver. “I won’t eat you. Hand it over, lubber. I know the rules, I do; I won’t hurt a depytation.”

Thus encouraged, the buccaneer stepped forth more briskly, and having passed something to Silver, from hand to hand, slipped yet more smartly back again to his companions.

The sea-cook looked at what had been given him.

“The black spot! I thought so,” he observed. “Where might you have got the paper? Why, hillo! Look here, now: this ain’t lucky! You’ve gone and cut this out of a Bible. What fool’s cut a Bible?”

“Ah, there!” said Morgan – “there! Wot did I say? No good’ll come o’ that, I said.”

“Well, you’ve about fixed it now, among you,” continued Silver. “You’ll all swing now, I reckon. What soft-headed lubber had a Bible?”

“It was Dick,” said one.

“Dick, was it? Then Dick can get to prayers,” said Silver. “He’s seen his slice of luck, has Dick, and you may lay to that.”

But here the long man with the yellow eyes struck in.

“Belay that talk, John Silver,” he said. “This crew has tipped you the black spot in full council, as in dooty bound; just you turn it over, as in dooty bound, and see what’s wrote there. Then you can talk.”

“Thanky, George,” replied the sea-cook. “You always was brisk for business, and has the rules by heart, George, as I’m pleased to see. Well, what is it anyway? Ah! ‘Deposed’ – that’s it, is it? Very pretty wrote, to be sure; like print, I swear. Your hand o’ write, George. Why, you was gettin’ quite a leadin’ man in this here crew. You’ll be cap’n next, I shouldn’t wonder. Just oblige me with that torch again, will you? This pipe don’t draw.”

“Come, now,” said George, “you don’t fool this crew no more. You’re a funny man, by your account; but you’re over now, and you’ll maybe step down off that barrel, and help vote.”

“I thought you said you knowed the rules,” returned Silver contemptuously. “Leastways, if you don’t, I do; and I wait here – and I’m still your cap’n, mind – till you outs with your grievances, and I reply, in the meantime, your black spot ain’t worth a biscuit. After that, we’ll see.”

“Oh” replied George, “you don’t be under no kind of apprehension; we’re all square, we are. First, you’ve made a hash of this cruise – you’ll be a bold man to say no to that. Second, you let the enemy out o’ this here trap for nothing. Why did they want out? I dunno; but it’s pretty plain they wanted it. Third, you wouldn’t let us go at them upon the march. Oh, we see through you, John Silver; you want to play booty, that’s what’s wrong with you. And then, fourth, there’s this here boy.”

“Is that all?” asked Silver quietly.

“Enough, too,” retorted George. “We’ll all swing and sun-dry for your bungling.”

“Well, now, look here, I’ll answer these four p’ints; one after another I’ll answer ’em. I made a hash o’ this cruise, did I? Well, now, you all know what I wanted: and you all know, if that had been done, that we’d ’a’ been aboard the Hispaniola this night as ever was, every man of us alive, and fit, and full of good plum-duff, and the treasure in the hold of her, by thunder! Well, who crossed me? Who forced my hand, as was the lawful cap’n? Who tipped me the black spot the day we landed, and began this dance? Ah, it’s a fine dance – I’m with you there – and looks mighty like a hornpipe in a rope’s end at Execution Dock by London town, it does. But who done it? Why, it was Anderson, and Hands, and you, George Merry! And you’re the last above board of that same meddling crew; and you have the Davy Jones’s insolence to up and stand for cap’n over me – you, that sank the lot of us! By the powers! but this tops the stiffest yarn to nothing.”

Silver paused, and I could see by the faces of George and his late comrades that these words had not been said in vain.

“That’s for number one,” cried the accused, wiping the sweat from his brow, for he had been talking with a vehemence that shook the house. “Why, I give you my word, I’m sick to speak to you. You’ve neither sense nor memory, and I leave it to fancy where your mothers was that let you come to sea. Sea! Gentlemen o’ fortune! I reckon tailors is your trade.”

“Go on, John,” said Morgan. “Speak up to the others.”

“Ah, the others!” returned John. “They’re a nice lot, ain’t they? You say this cruise is bungled. Ah! by gum, if you could understand how bad it’s bungled, you would see! We’re that near the gibbet that my neck’s stiff with thinking on it. You’ve seen ’em, maybe, hanged in chains, birds about ’em, seamen p’nting ’em out as they go down with the tide. ‘Who’s that?’ says one. ‘That! Why, that’s John Silver. I knowed him well,’ says another. And you can hear the chains a-jangle as you go about and reach for the other buoy. Now that’s about where we are, every mother’s son of us, thanks to him, and Hands, and Anderson, and other ruination fools of you. And if you want to know about number four, and that boy, why, shiver my timbers! Isn’t he a hostage? Are we a-going to waste a hostage? No, not us; he might be our last chance, and I shouldn’t wonder. Kill that boy? Not me, mates! And number three? Ah, well, there’s a deal to say to number three. Maybe you don’t count it nothing to have a real college doctor come to see you every day – you, John, with your head broke – or you, George Merry, that had the ague-shakes upon you not six hours agone, and has your eyes the colour of lemon-peel to this same moment on the clock? And maybe, perhaps, you didn’t know there was a consort coming, either? But there is; and not so long till then; and we’ll see who’ll be glad to have a hostage when it comes to that. And as for number two, and why I made a bargain – well, you came crawling on your knees to me to make it – on your knees you came, you was that downhearted – and you’d have starved, too, if I hadn’t – but that’s a trifle! you look there – that’s why!”

And he cast down upon the floor a paper that I instantly recognised – none other than the chart on yellow paper, with the three red crosses, that I had found in the oilcloth at the bottom of the captain’s chest. Why the doctor had given it to him was more than I could fancy.

But if it were inexplicable to me, the appearance of the chart was incredible to the surviving mutineers.

They leaped upon it like cats upon a mouse. It went from hand to hand, one tearing it from another; and by the oaths and the cries and the childish laughter with which they accompanied their examination, you would have thought, not only they were fingering the very gold, but were at sea with it, besides, in safety.

“Yes,” said one, “that’s Flint, sure enough. J. F., and a score below, with a clove hitch to it; so he done ever.”

“Mighty pretty,” said George. “But how are we to get away with it, and us no ship?”

Silver suddenly sprang up, and supporting himself with a hand against the wall: “Now I give you warning, George,” he cried. “One more word of your sauce, and I’ll call you down and fight you. How? Why, how do I know? You had ought to tell me that – you and the rest, that lost me my schooner, with your interference, burn you! But not you, you can’t; you hain’t got the invention of a cockroach. But civil you can speak, and shall, George Merry, you may lay to that.”

“That’s fair enow,” said the old man Morgan.

“Fair! I reckon so,” said the sea-cook. “You lost the ship; I found the treasure. Who’s the better man at that? And now I resign, by thunder! Elect whom you please to be your cap’n now; I’m done with it.”

“Silver!” they cried. “Barbecue for ever! Barbecue for cap’n!”

“So that’s the toon, is it?” cried the cook.

“George, I reckon you’ll have to wait another turn, friend: and lucky for you as I’m not a revengeful man. But that was never my way. And now, shipmates, this black spot? ’Tain’t much good now, is it? Dick’s crossed his luck and spoiled his Bible, and that’s about all.”

“It’ll do to kiss the book on still, won’t it?” growled Dick, who was evidently uneasy at the curse he had brought upon himself.

“A Bible with a bit cut out!” returned Silver derisively. “Not it. It don’t bind no more’n a ballad-book.”

“Don’t it, though?” cried Dick, with a sort of joy. “Well, I reckon that’s worth having, too.”

“Here, Jim – here’s a cur’osity for you,” said Silver; and he tossed me the paper.

It was a round about the size of a crown-piece. One side was blank, for it had been the last leaf; the other contained a verse or two of Revelation – these words among the rest, which struck sharply home upon my mind: “Without are dogs and murderers.” The printed side had been blackened with wood-ash, which already began to come off and soil my fingers; on the blank side had been written with the same material the one word “Depposed”. I have that curiosity beside me at this moment; but not a trace of writing now remains beyond a single scratch, such as a man might make with his thumbnail.

That was the end of the night’s business. Soon after, with a drink all round, we lay down to sleep, and the outside of Silver’s vengeance was to put George Merry up for sentinel, and threaten him with death if he should prove unfaithful.

It was long ere I could close an eye, and Heaven knows I had matter enough for thought in the man whom I had slain that afternoon, in my own most perilous position, and, above all, in the remarkable game that I saw Silver now engaged upon – keeping the mutineers together with one hand, and grasping, with the other, after every means, possible and impossible, to make his peace and save his miserable life. He himself slept peacefully, and snored aloud; yet my heart was sore for him, wicked as he was, to think on the dark perils that environed, and the shameful gibbet that awaited him.


CHAPTER XXX
On Parole

I WAS WAKENED – indeed, we were all wakened, for I could see even the sentinel shake himself together from where he had fallen against the door-post – by a clear, hearty voice hailing us from the margin of the wood:

“Block-house, ahoy!” it cried. “Here’s the doctor.”

And the doctor it was. Although I was glad to hear the sound, yet my gladness was not without admixture. I remembered with confusion my insubordinate and stealthy conduct; and when I saw where it had brought me – among what companions and surrounded by what dangers – I felt ashamed to look him in the face.

He must have risen in the dark, for the day had hardly come; and when I ran to a loophole and looked out, I saw him standing, like Silver once before, up to the mid-leg in creeping vapour.

“You, doctor! Top o’ the morning to you, sir!” cried Silver, broad awake and beaming with good nature in a moment. “Bright and early, to be sure; and it’s the early bird, as the saying goes, that gets the rations. – George, shake up your timbers, son, and help Dr Livesey over the ship’s side. All a-doin’ well, your patients was – all well and merry.”

So he pattered on, standing on the hill-top, with his crutch under his elbow, and one hand upon the side of the log-house – quite the old John in voice, manner, and expression.

“We’ve quite a surprise for you too, sir,” he continued. We’ve a little stranger here – he! he! A noo boarder and lodger, sir, and looking fit and taut as a fiddle; slep’ like a supercargo, he did, right alongside of John – stem to stem we was, all night.”

Dr Livesey was by this time across the stockade and pretty near the cook; and I could hear the alteration in his voice as he said –

“Not Jim?”

“The very same Jim as ever was,” says Silver.

The doctor stopped outright, although he did not speak, and it was some seconds before he seemed able to move on.

“Well, well,” he said, at last, “duty first and pleasure afterwards, as you might have said yourself, Silver. Let us overhaul these patients of yours.”

A moment afterwards he had entered the block-house, and, with one grim nod to me, proceeded with his work among the sick. He seemed under no apprehension, though he must have known that his life, among these treacherous demons, depended on a hair; and he rattled on to his patients as if he were paying an ordinary professional visit in a quiet English family. His manner, I suppose, reacted on the men; for they behaved to him as if nothing had occurred – as if he were still ship’s doctor, and they still faithful hands before the mast.

“You’re doing well, my friend,” he said to the fellow with the bandaged head, “and if ever any person had a close shave, it was you; your head must be as hard as iron. – Well, George, how goes it? You’re a pretty colour, certainly; why, your liver, man, is upside down. Did you take that medicine? – Did he take that medicine, men?”

“Ay, ay, sir, he took it, sure enough,” returned Morgan.

“Because, you see, since I am mutineers’ doctor, or prison doctor, as I prefer to call it,” says Dr Livesey, in his pleasantest way, “I make it a point of honour not to lose a man for King George (God bless him!) and the gallows.”

The rogues looked at each other, but swallowed the home-thrust in silence.

“Dick don’t feel well, sir,” said one.

“Don’t he?” replied the doctor. “Well, step up here, Dick, and let me see your tongue. No, I should be surprised if he did! The man’s tongue is fit to frighten the French. Another fever.”

“Ah, there,” said Morgan, “that comed of sp’iling Bibles.”

“That comed – as you call it – of being arrant asses,” retorted the doctor, “and not having sense enough to know honest air from poison, and the dry land from a vile, pestiferous slough. I think it most probable – though, of course, it’s only an opinion – that you’ll all have the deuce to pay before you get that malaria out of your systems. Camp in a bog, would you? – Silver, I’m surprised at you. You’re less a fool than many, take you all round; but you don’t appear to me to have the rudiments of a notion of the rules of health.”

“Well,” he added, after he had dosed them round, and they had taken his prescriptions with really laughable humility, more like charity-school children than blood-guilty mutineers and pirates, “well, that’s done for today. And now I should wish to have a talk with that boy, please.”

And he nodded his head in my direction carelessly.

George Merry was at the door, spitting and spluttering over some bad-tasted medicine; but at the first word of the doctor’s proposal he swung round with a deep flush, and cried “No!” and swore.

Silver struck the barrel with his open hand.

“Si-lence!” he roared, and looked about him positively like a lion. “Doctor,” he went on in his usual tones, “I was a-thinking of that, knowing as how you had a fancy for the boy. We’re all humbly grateful for your kindness, and, as you see, puts faith in you, and takes the drugs down like that much grog. And I take it, I’ve found a way as’ll suit all. – Hawkins, will you give me your word of honour as a young gentleman – for a young gentleman you are, although poor born – your word of honour not to slip your cable?”

I readily gave the pledge required.

“Then, doctor,” said Silver, “you just step outside o’ that stockade, and once you’re there, I’ll bring the boy down on the inside, and I reckon you can yarn through the spars. Good day to you, sir, and all our dooties to the squire and Cap’n Smollett.”

The explosion of disapproval, which nothing but Silver’s black looks had restrained, broke out immediately the doctor had left the house. Silver was roundly accused of playing double – of trying to make a separate peace for himself – of sacrificing the interests of his accomplices and victims; and, in one word, of the identical, exact thing that he was doing. It seemed to me so obvious, in this case, that I could not imagine how he was to turn their anger. But he was twice the man the rest were; and his last night’s victory had given him a huge preponderance on their minds. He called them all the fools and dolts you can imagine, said it was necessary I should talk to the doctor, fluttered the chart in their faces, asked them if they could afford to break the treaty the very day they were bound a-treasure-hunting.

“No, by thunder!” he cried, “it’s us must break the treaty when the time comes; and till then I’ll gammon that doctor, if I have to ile his boots with brandy.”

And then he bade them get the fire lit, and stalked out upon his crutch, with his hand on my shoulder, leaving them in a disarray, and silenced by his volubility rather than convinced.

“Slow, lad, slow,” he said. “They might round upon us in a twinkle of an eye, if we was seen to hurry.”

Very deliberately, then, did we advance across the sand to where the doctor awaited us on the other side of the stockade, and as soon as we were within easy speaking distance, Silver stopped.

“You’ll make a note of this here also, doctor,” says he, “and the boy’ll tell you how I saved his life, and were deposed for it, too, and you may lay to that Doctor, when a man’s steering as near the wind as me – playing chuck-farthing with the last breath in his body, like – you wouldn’t think it too much, mayhap, to give him one good word? You’ll please bear in mind it’s not my life only now – it’s that boy’s into the bargain; and you’ll speak me fair, doctor, and give me a bit o’ hope to go on, for the sake of mercy.”

Silver was a changed man, once he was out there and had his back to his friends and the block-house; his cheeks seemed to have fallen in, his voice trembled; never was a soul more dead in earnest.

“Why, John, you’re not afraid?” asked Dr Livesey.

“Doctor, I’m no coward; no, not I – not so much!” and he snapped his fingers. “If I was I wouldn’t say it. But I’ll own up fairly, I’ve the shakes upon me for the gallows. You’re a good man and a true; I never seen a better man! And you’ll not forget what I done good, not any more than you’ll forget the bad, I know. And I step aside – see here – and leave you and Jim alone. And you’ll put that down for me too, for it’s a long stretch, is that!”

So saying, he stepped back a little way, till he was out of earshot, and there sat down upon a tree-stump and began to whistle; spinning round now and again upon his seat so as to command a sight, sometimes of me and the doctor, and sometimes of his unruly ruffians as they went to and fro in the sand, between the fire – which they were busy rekindling – and the house, from which they brought forth pork and bread to make the breakfast.

“So, Jim,” said the doctor sadly, “here you are. As you have brewed, so shall you drink, my boy. Heaven knows, I cannot find it in my heart to blame you; but this much I will say, be it kind or unkind: when Captain Smollett was well, you dared not have gone off; and when he was ill, and couldn’t help it, by George, it was downright cowardly!”

I will own that I here began to weep. “Doctor,” I said, “you might spare me. I have blamed myself enough; my life’s forfeit anyway, and I should have been dead by now, if Silver hadn’t stood for me; and, doctor, believe this, I can die – and I daresay I deserve it – but what I fear is torture. If they come to torture me –”

“Jim,” the doctor interrupted, and his voice was quite changed, “Jim, I can’t have this. Whip over, and we’ll run for it.”

“Doctor,” said I, “I passed my word.”

“I know, I know,” he cried. “We can’t help that, Jim, now. I’ll take it on my shoulders, holus bolus, blame and shame, my boy; but stay here I cannot let you. Jump! One jump, and you’re out, and we’ll run for it like antelopes.”

“No,” I replied, “you know right well you wouldn’t do the thing yourself; neither you, nor squire, nor captain; and no more will I. Silver trusted me; I passed my word, and back I go. But, doctor, you did not let me finish. If they come to torture me, I might let slip a word of where the ship is; for I got the ship, part by luck and part by risking, and she lies in North Inlet, on the southern beach, and just below high water. At half-tide she must be high and dry.”

“The ship!” exclaimed the doctor.

Rapidly I described to him my adventures, and he heard me out in silence.

“There is a kind of fate in this,” he observed, when I had done. “Every step it’s you that saves our lives; and do you suppose by any chance that we are going to let you lose yours? That would be a poor return, my boy. You found out the plot; you found Ben Gunn – the best deed that ever you did, or will do, though you live to ninety. Oh, by Jupiter, and talking of Ben Gunn! Why, this is the mischief in person. Silver!” he cried, “Silver! – I’ll give you a piece of advice,” he continued, as the cook drew near again; “don’t you be in any great hurry after that treasure.”

“Why, sir, I do my possible, which that ain’t,” said Silver. “I can only, asking your pardon, save my life and the boy’s by seeking for that treasure; and you may lay to that.”

“Well, Silver,” replied the doctor, “if that is so, go one step further: look out for squalls when you find it.”

“Sir,” said Silver, “as between man and man, that’s too much and too little. What you’re after, why you left the block-house, why you given me that there chart, I don’t know, now, do I? And yet I done your bidding with my eyes shut and never a word of hope! But no, this here’s too much. If you won’t tell me what you mean plain out, just say so, and I’ll leave the helm.”

“No,” said the doctor musingly, “I’ve no right to say more; it’s not my secret, you see, Silver, or, I give you my word, I’d tell it you. But I’ll go as far with you as I dare go, and a step beyond; for I’ll have my wig sorted by the captain, or I’m mistaken! And, first, I’ll give you a bit of hope: Silver, if we both get alive out of this wolf-trap, I’ll do my best to save you, short of perjury.”

Silver’s face was radiant. “You couldn’t say more, I’m sure, sir, not if you was my mother,” he cried.

“Well, that’s my first concession,” added the doctor. “My second is a piece of advice: Keep the boy close beside you, and when you need help, halloo. I’m off to seek it for you, and that itself will show you if I speak at random. – Goodbye, Jim.”

And Dr Livesey shook hands with me through the stockade, nodded to Silver, and set off at a brisk pace into the wood.


CHAPTER XXXI
The Treasure Hunt – Flint’s Pointer

“JIM,” SAID SILVER, when we were alone, “if I saved your life, you saved mine; and I’ll not forget it. I seen the doctor waving you to run for it – with the tail of my eye, I did; and I seen you say no, as plain as hearing. Jim, that’s one to you. This is the first glint of hope I had since the attack failed, and I owe it you. And now, Jim, we’re to go in for this here treasure-hunting, with sealed orders too, and I don’t like it; and you and me must stick close, back to back like, and we’ll save our necks in spite o’ fate and fortune.”

Just then a man hailed us from the fire that breakfast was ready, and we were soon seated here and there about the sand over biscuit and fried junk. They had lit a fire fit to roast an ox; and it was now grown so hot that they could only approach it from the windward, and even there not without precaution. In the same wasteful spirit, they had cooked, I suppose, three times more than we could eat; and one of them, with an empty laugh, threw what was left into the fire, which blazed and roared again over this unusual fuel. I never in my life saw men so careless of the morrow; hand to mouth is the only word that can describe their way of doing; and what with wasted food and sleeping sentries, though they were bold enough for a brush and be done with it, I could see their entire unfitness for anything like a prolonged campaign.

Even Silver, eating away, with Captain Flint upon his shoulder, had not a word of blame for their recklessness. And this the more surprised me, for I thought he had never shown himself so cunning as he did then.

“Ay, mates,” said he, “it’s lucky you have Barbecue to think for you with this here head. I got what I wanted, I did. Sure enough, they have the ship. Where they have it, I don’t know yet; but once we hit the treasure, we’ll have to jump about and find out. And then, mates, us that has the boats, I reckon, has the upper hand.”

Thus he kept running on, with his mouth full of the hot bacon: thus he restored their hope and confidence, and, I more than suspect, repaired his own at the same time.

“As for hostage,” he continued, “that’s his last talk, I guess, with them he loves so dear. I’ve got my piece o’ news, and thanky to him for that; but it’s over and done. I’ll take him in a line when we go treasure-hunting, for we’ll keep him like so much gold, in case of accidents, you mark, and in the meantime. Once we got the ship and treasure both, and off to sea like jolly companions, why, then, we’ll talk Mr Hawkins over, we will, and we’ll give him his share, to be sure, for all his kindness.”

It was no wonder the men were in a good humour now. For my part, I was horribly cast down. Should the scheme he had now sketched prove feasible, Silver, already doubly a traitor, would not hesitate to adopt it. He had still a foot in either camp, and there was no doubt he would prefer wealth and freedom with the pirates to a bare escape from hanging, which was the best he had to hope on our side.

Nay, and even if things so fell out that he was forced to keep his faith with Dr Livesey, even then what danger lay before us! What a moment that would be when the suspicions of his followers turned to certainty, and he and I should have to fight for dear life – he, a cripple, and I, a boy – against five strong and active seamen!

Add to this double apprehension, the mystery that still hung over the behaviour of my friends; their unexplained desertion of the stockade; their inexplicable cession of the chart; or, harder still to understand, the doctor’s last warning to Silver, “Look out for squalls when you find it;” and you will readily believe how little taste I found in my breakfast, and with how uneasy a heart I set forth behind my captors on the quest for treasure.

We made a curious figure, had any one been there to see us; all in soiled sailor clothes, and all but me armed to the teeth. Silver had two guns slung about him – one before and one behind – besides the great cutlass at his waist, and a pistol in each pocket of his square-tailed coat. To complete his strange appearance, Captain Flint sat perched upon his shoulder and gabbling odds and ends of purposeless sea-talk. I had a line about my waist, and followed obediently after the sea-cook, who held the loose end of the rope, now in his free hand, now between his powerful teeth. For all the world, I was led like a dancing bear.

The other men were variously burthened; some carrying picks and shovels – for that had been the very first necessary they brought ashore from the Hispaniola – others laden with pork, bread, and brandy for the midday meal. All the stores, I observed, came from our stock; and I could see the truth of Silver’s words the night before. Had he not struck a bargain with the doctor, he and his mutineers, deserted by the ship, must have been driven to subsist on clear water and the proceeds of their hunting. Water would have been little to their taste; a sailor is not usually a good shot; and, besides all that, when they were so short of eatables, it was not likely they would be very flush of powder.

Well, thus equipped, we all set out – even the fellow with the broken head, who should certainly have kept in shadow – and straggled, one after another, to the beach, where the two gigs awaited us. Even these bore trace of the drunken folly of the pirates, one in a broken thwart, and both in their muddied and unbaled condition. Both were to be carried along with us, for the sake of safety; and so, with our numbers divided between them, we set forth upon the bosom of the anchorage.

As we pulled over, there was some discussion on the chart. The red cross was, of course, far too large to be a guide; and the terms of the note on the back, as you will hear, admitted of some ambiguity. They ran, the reader may remember, thus:


“Tall tree, Spy-glass Shoulder, bearing a point to the N. of N.N.E.

“Skeleton Island E.S.E. and by E.

“Ten feet.”



A tall tree was thus the principal mark. Now, right before us, the anchorage was bounded by a plateau from two to three hundred feet high, adjoining on the north the sloping southern shoulder of the Spy-glass, and rising again towards the south into the rough, cliffy eminence called the Mizzen-mast Hill. The top of the plateau was dotted thickly with pine-trees of varying height Every here and there, one of a different species rose forty or fifty feet clear above its neighbours, and which of these was the particular “tall tree” of Captain Flint could only be decided on the spot, and by the readings of the compass.

Yet, although that was the case, every man on board the boats had picked a favourite of his own ere we were halfway over, Long John alone shrugging his shoulders and bidding them wait till they were there.

We pulled easily, by Silver’s directions, not to weary the hands prematurely; and, after quite a long passage, landed at the mouth of the second river – that which runs down a woody cleft of the Spy-glass. Thence, bending to our left, we began to ascend the slope towards the plateau.

At the first outset, heavy, miry ground and a matted, marish vegetation, greatly delayed our progress; but by little and little the hill began to steepen and become stony under foot, and the wood to change its character and to grow in a more open order. It was, indeed, a most pleasant portion of the island that we were now approaching. A heavy-scented broom and many flowering shrubs had almost taken the place of grass. Thickets of green nutmeg trees were dotted here and there with the red columns and the broad shadow of the pines; and the first mingled their spice with the aroma of the others. The air, besides, was fresh and stirring, and this, under the sheer sunbeams, was a wonderful refreshment to our senses.

The party spread itself abroad, in a fan shape, shouting and leaping to and fro. About the centre, and a good way behind the rest, Silver and I followed – I tethered by my rope, he ploughing, with deep pants, among the sliding gravel. From time to time, indeed, I had to lend him a hand, or he must have missed his footing and fallen backward down the hill.

We had thus proceeded for about half a mile, and were approaching the brow of the plateau, when the man upon the farthest left began to cry aloud, as if in terror. Shout after shout came from him, and the others began to run in his direction.

“He can’t ’a’ found the treasure,” said old Morgan, hurrying past us from the right, “for that’s clean a-top.”

Indeed, as we found when we also reached the spot, it was something very different. At the foot of a pretty big pine, and involved in a green creeper, which had even partly lifted some of the smaller bones, a human skeleton lay, with a few shreds of clothing, on the ground. I believe a chill struck for a moment to every heart.

“He was a seaman,” said George Merry, who, bolder than the rest, had gone up close, and was examining the rags of clothing. “Leastways, this is good sea-cloth.”

“Ay, ay,” said Silver, “like enough; you wouldn’t look to find a bishop here, I reckon. But what sort of a way is that for bones to lie? ’Tain’t in natur’.”

Indeed, on a second glance, it seemed impossible to fancy that the body was in a natural position. But for some disarray (the work, perhaps, of the birds that had fed upon him, or of the slow-growing creeper that had gradually enveloped his remains) the man lay perfectly straight – his feet pointing in one direction, his hands, raised above his head like a diver’s, pointing directly in the opposite.

“I’ve taken a notion into my old numskull,” observed Silver. “Here’s the compass; there’s the tiptop p’int o’ Skeleton Island, stickin’ out like a tooth. Just take a bearing, will you, along the line of them bones?”

It was done. The body pointed straight in the direction of the island, and the compass read duly E.S.E and by E.

“I thought so,” cried the cook; “this here is a p’inter. Right up there is our line for the Pole Star and the jolly dollars. But, by thunder! if it don’t make me cold inside to think of Flint. This is one of his jokes, and no mistake. Him and these six was alone here; he killed ’em, every man; and this one he hauled here and laid down by compass, shiver my timbers! They’re long bones, and the hair’s been yellow. Ay, that would be Allardyce. – You mind Allardyce, Tom Morgan?”

“Ay, ay,” returned Morgan, “I mind him; he owed me money, he did, and took my knife ashore with him.”

“Speaking of knives,” said another, “why don’t we find his’n lying round? Flint warn’t the man to pick a seaman’s pocket; and the birds, I guess, would leave it be.”

“By the powers, and that’s true!” cried Silver.

“There ain’t a thing left here,” said Merry, still feeling round among the bones, “not a copper doit nor a baccy-box. It don’t look nat’ral to me.”

“No, by gum, it don’t,” agreed Silver; “not nat’ral, nor not nice, says you. Great guns! messmates, but if Flint was living, this would be a hot spot for you and me. Six they were, and six are we; and bones is what they are now.”

“I saw him dead with these here dead-lights,” said Morgan. “Billy took me in. There he laid, with penny-pieces on his eyes.”

“Dead – ay, sure enough he’s dead and gone below,” said the fellow with the bandage; but if ever sperrit walked, it would be Flint’s. Dear heart, but he died bad, did Flint!”

“Ay, that he did,” observed another; “now he raged, and now he hollered for the rum, and now he sang. ‘Fifteen Men’ were his only song, mates; and I tell you true, I never rightly liked to hear it since. It was main hot, and the windy was open, and I hear that old song comin’ out as clear as clear – and the death-haul on the man already.”

“Come, come,” said Silver, “stow this talk. He’s dead, and he don’t walk, that I know; leastways, he won’t walk by day, and you may lay to that. Care killed a cat. Fetch ahead for the doubloons.”

We started, certainly; but in spite of the hot sun and the staring daylight, the pirates no longer ran separate and shouting through the wood, but kept side by side and spoke with bated breath. The terror of the dead buccaneer had fallen on their spirits.


CHAPTER XXXII
The Treasure Hunt – The Voice among the Trees

PARTLY FROM THE damping influence of this alarm, partly to rest Silver and the sick folk, the whole party sat down as soon as they had gained the brow of the ascent.

The plateau being somewhat tilted, towards the west, this spot on which we had paused commanded a wide prospect on either hand. Before us, over the tree-tops, we beheld the Cape of the Woods fringed with surf; behind, we not only looked down upon the anchorage and Skeleton Island, but saw – clear across the spit and the eastern lowlands – a great field of open sea upon the east. Sheer above us rose the Spy-glass, here dotted with single pines, there black with precipices. There was no sound but that of the distant breakers, mounting from all round, and the chirp of countless insects in the brush. Not a man, not a sail upon the sea; the very largeness of the view increased the sense of solitude.

Silver, as he sat, took certain bearings with his compass.

“There are three ‘tall trees’, said he, “about in the right line from Skeleton Island. ‘Spy-glass Shoulder’, I take it, means that lower p’int there. It’s child’s-play to find the stuff now. I’ve half a mind to dine first.”

“I don’t feel sharp,” growled Morgan. “Thinkin’ o’ Flint – I think it were – ’as done me.”

“Ah, well, my son, you praise your stars he’s dead,” said Silver.

“He were an ugly devil,” cried a third pirate with a shudder; “that blue in the face too!”

“That was how the rum took him,” added Merry. “Blue! Well, I reckon he was blue. That’s a true word.”

Ever since they had found the skeleton and got upon this train of thought, they had spoken lower and lower, and they had almost got to whispering by now, so that the sound of their talk hardly interrupted the silence of the wood. All of a sudden, out of the middle of the trees in front of us, a thin, high, trembling voice struck up the well-known air and words:


“Fifteen men on the dead man’s chest –

Yo-ho-ho, and a bottle of rum!”



I never have seen men more dreadfully affected than the pirates. The colour went from their six faces like enchantment; some leaped to their feet, some clawed hold of others; Morgan grovelled on the ground.

“It’s Flint, by —!” cried Merry.

The song had stopped as suddenly as it began – broken off, you would have said, in the middle of a note, as though some one had laid his hand upon the singer’s mouth. Coming so far through the clear, sunny atmosphere among the green tree-tops, I thought it had sounded airily and sweetly; and the effect on my companions was the stranger.

“Come,” said Silver, struggling with his ashen lips to get the word out, “this won’t do. Stand by to go about. This is a rum start, and I can’t name the voice: but it’s some one skylarking – some one that’s flesh and blood, and you may lay to that.”

His courage had come back as he spoke, and some of the colour to his face along with it. Already the others had begun to lend an ear to this encouragement, and were coming a little to themselves, when the same voice broke out again – not this time singing, but in a faint distant hail, that echoed yet fainter among the clefts of the Spy-glass.

“Darby M’Graw,” it wailed – for that is the word that best describes the sound – “Darby M’Graw! Darby M’Graw!” again and again and again; and then rising a little higher, and with an oath that I leave out, “Fetch aft the rum, Darby!”

The buccaneers remained rooted to the ground, their eyes starting from their heads. Long after the voice had died away they still stared in silence, dreadfully, before them.

“That fixes it!” gasped one. “Let’s go.”

“They was his last words,” moaned Morgan, “his last words above board.”

Dick had his Bible out, and was praying volubly. He had been well brought up, had Dick, before he came to sea and fell among bad companions.

Still, Silver was unconquered. I could hear his teeth rattle in his head; but he had not yet surrendered.

“Nobody in this here island ever heard of Darby,” he muttered: “not one but us that’s here.” And then, making a great effort: “Shipmates,” he cried, “I’m here to get that stuff, and I’ll not be beat by man nor devil. I never was feared of Flint in his life, and, by the powers! I’ll face him dead. There’s seven hundred thousand pound not a quarter of a mile from here. When did ever a gentleman o’ fortune show his stern to that much dollars, for a boozy old seaman with a blue mug – and him dead too?”

But there was no sign of re-awakening courage in his followers; rather, indeed, of growing terror at the irreverence of his words.

“Belay there, John!” said Merry. “Don’t you cross a sperrit.”

And the rest were all too terrified to reply. They would have run away severally had they dared; but fear kept them together, and kept them close by John, as if his daring helped them. He, on his part, had pretty well fought his weakness down.

“Sperrit? Well, maybe,” he said. “But there’s one thing not clear to me. There was an echo. Now, no man ever seen a sperrit with a shadow; well, then, what’s he doing with an echo to him, I should like to know? That ain’t in natur’, surely?”

This argument seemed weak enough to me. But you can never tell what will affect the superstitious, and, to my wonder, George Merry was greatly relieved.

“Well, that’s so,” he said. “You’ve a head upon your shoulders, John, and no mistake. ’Bout ship, mates! This here crew is on a wrong tack, I do believe. And come to think on it, it was like Flint’s voice, I grant you, but not just so clear-away like it, after all. It was liker somebody else’s voice – now – it was liker –”

“By the powers, Ben Gunn!” roared Silver.

“Ay, and so it were,” cried Morgan, springing on his knees. “Benn Gunn it were!”

“It don’t make much odds, do it, now?” asked Dick. “Ben Gunn’s not here in the body, any more’n Flint.”

But the older hands greeted this remark with scorn.

“Why, nobody minds Ben Gunn,” cried Merry; “dead or alive, nobody minds him.”

It was extraordinary how their spirits had returned, and how the natural colour had revived in their faces. Soon they were chatting together, with intervals of listening; and not long after, hearing no further sound, they shouldered the tools and set forth again, Merry walking first with Silver’s compass to keep them on the right line with Skeleton Island. He had said the truth; dead or alive, nobody minded Ben Gunn.

Dick alone still held his Bible, and looked around him as he went, with fearful glances; but he found no sympathy, and Silver even joked him on his precautions.

“I told you,” said he – “I told you, you had sp’iled your Bible. If it ain’t no good to swear by, what do you suppose a sperrit would give for it? Not that!” and he snapped his big fingers, halting a moment on his crutch.

But Dick was not to be comforted; indeed, it was soon plain to me that the lad was falling sick; hastened by heat, exhaustion, and the shock of his alarm, the fever, predicted by Dr Livesey, was evidently growing swiftly higher.

It was fine open walking here, upon the summit; our way lay a little downhill, for, as I have said, the plateau tilted towards the west. The pines, great and small, grew wide apart: and even between the clumps of nutmeg and azalea, wide open spaces baked in the hot sunshine. Striking, as we did, pretty near north-west across the island, we drew, on the one hand, ever nearer under the shoulders of the Spy-glass, and on the other, looked ever wider over that western bay where I had once tossed and trembled in the coracle.

The first of the tall trees was reached, and, by the bearing, proved the wrong one. So with the second. The third rose nearly two hundred feet into the air above a clump of underwood; a giant of a vegetable, with a red column as big as a cottage, and a wide shadow around in which a company could have manœuvred. It was conspicuous far to sea both on the east and west, and might have been entered as a sailing mark upon the chart.

But it was not its size that now impressed my companions; it was the knowledge that seven hundred thousand pounds in gold lay somewhere buried below its spreading shadow. The thought of the money, as they drew nearer, swallowed up their previous terrors. Their eyes burned in their heads; their feet grew speedier and lighter; their whole soul was bound up in that fortune, that whole lifetime of extravagance and pleasure, that lay waiting there for each of them.

Silver hobbled, grunting, on his crutch; his nostrils stood out and quivered: he cursed like a madman when the flies settled on his hot and shiny countenance; he plucked furiously at the line that held me to him, and, from time to time, turned his eyes upon me with a deadly look. Certainly he took no pains to hide his thoughts; and certainly I read them like print. In the immediate nearness of the gold all else had been forgotten; his promise and the doctor’s warning were both things of the past; and I could not doubt that he hoped to seize upon the treasure, find and board the Hispaniola under cover of night, cut every honest throat about that island, and sail away, as he had at first intended, laden with crimes and riches.

Shaken as I was with these alarms, it was hard for me to keep up with the rapid pace of the treasure-hunters. Now and again I stumbled; and it was then that Silver plucked so roughly at the rope and launched at me his murderous glances. Dick, who had dropped behind us, and now brought up the rear, was babbling to himself both prayers and curses, as his fever kept rising. This also added to my wretchedness, and, to crown all, I was haunted by the thought of the tragedy that had once been acted on that plateau, when that ungodly buccaneer with the blue face – he who died at Savannah, singing and shouting for drink – had there, with his own hand, cut down his six accomplices. This grove, that was now so peaceful, must then have rung with cries, I thought; and even with the thought I could believe I heard it ringing still.

We were now at the margin of the thicket.

“Huzza, mates, all together!” shouted Merry; and the foremost broke into a run.

And suddenly, not ten yards farther, we beheld them stop. A low cry arose. Silver doubled his pace, digging away with the foot of his crutch like one possessed; and next moment he and I had come also to a dead halt.

Before us was a great excavation, not very recent, for the sides had fallen in and grass had sprouted on the bottom. In this were the shaft of a pick broken in two and the boards of several packing-cases strewn around. On one of these boards I saw branded with a hot iron, the name Walrus – the name of Flint’s ship.

All was clear to probation. The cache had been found and rifled: the seven hundred thousand pounds were gone!


CHAPTER XXXIII
The Fall of a Chieftan

THERE NEVER WAS such an overturn in this world. Each of these six men was as though he had been struck. But with Silver the blow passed almost instantly. Every thought of his soul had been set full-stretch, like a racer, on that money; well, he was brought up in a single second, dead; and he kept his head, found his temper, and changed his plan before the others had had time to realise the disappointment.

“Jim,” he whispered, “take that, and stand by for trouble.”

And he passed me a double-barrelled pistol.

At the same time he began quietly moving northward, and in a few steps had put the hollow between us two and the other five. Then he looked at me and nodded, as much as to say, “Here is a narrow corner,” as, indeed, I thought it was. His looks were now quite friendly; and I was so revolted at these constant changes, that I could not forbear whispering, “So you’ve changed sides again.”

There was no time left for him to answer in. The buccaneers, with oaths and cries, began to leap, one after another, into the pit, and to dig with their fingers, throwing the boards aside as they did so. Morgan found a piece of gold. He held it up with a perfect spout of oaths. It was a two-guinea piece, and it went from hand to hand among them for a quarter of a minute.

“Two guineas!” roared Merry, shaking it at Silver.

“That’s your seven hundred thousand pounds, is it? You’re the man for bargains, ain’t you? You’re him that never bungled nothing, you wooden-headed lubber!”

“Dig away, boys,” said Silver, with the coolest insolence; “you’ll find some pig-nuts and I shouldn’t wonder.”

“Pig-nuts!” repeated Merry, in a scream. “Mates, do you hear that? I tell you, now, that man there knew it all along. Look in the face of him, and you’ll see it wrote there.”

“Ah, Merry,” remarked Silver, “standing for cap’n again? You’re a pushing lad, to be sure.”

But this time every one was entirely in Merry’s favour. They began to scramble out of the excavation, darting furious glances behind them. One thing I observed, which looked well for us: they all got out upon the opposite side from Silver.

Well, there we stood, two on one side, five on the other, the pit between us, and nobody screwed up high enough to offer the first blow. Silver never moved; he watched them, very upright On his crutch, and looked as cool as ever I saw him. He was brave, and no mistake.

At last, Merry seemed to think a speech might help matters.

“Mates,” says he, “there’s two of them alone there; one’s the old cripple that brought us all here and blundered us down to this; the other’s that cub that I mean to have the heart of. Now, mates –”

He was raising his arm and his voice, and plainly meant to lead a charge. But just then – crack! crack! crack! – three musket-shots flashed out of the thicket. Merry tumbled head-foremost into the excavation; the man with the bandage spun round like a teetotum, and fell all his length upon his side, where he lay dead, but still twitching; and the other three turned and ran for it with all their might.

Before you could wink, Long John had fired two barrels of a pistol into the struggling Merry; and as the man rolled up his eyes at him in the last agony, “George,” said he, “I reckon I settled you.”

At the same moment the doctor, Gray, and Ben Gunn joined us, with smoking muskets, from among the nutmeg trees.

“Forward!” cried the doctor. “Double quick, my lads! We must head ’em off the boats.”

And we set off at a great pace, sometimes plunging through the bushes to the chest.

I tell you, but Silver was anxious to keep up with us. The work that man went through, leaping on his crutch till the muscles of his chest were fit to burst, was work no sound man ever equalled; and so thinks the doctor. As it was, he was already thirty yards behind us, and on the verge of strangling, when we reached the brow of the slope.

“Doctor,” he hailed, “see there! No hurry!”

Sure enough there was no hurry. In a more open part of the plateau, we could see the three survivors still running in the same direction as they had started, right for Mizzen-mast Hill. We were already between them and the boats; and so we four sat down to breathe, while Long John, mopping his face, came slowly up with us.

“Thank ye kindly, doctor,” says he. “You came in in about the nick, I guess, for me and Hawkins. – And so it’s you, Ben Gunn!” he added. “Well, you’re a nice one, to be sure.”

“I’m Ben Gunn, I am,” replied the maroon, wriggling like an eel in his embarrassment. “And,” he added, after a long pause, “how do, Mr Silver? Pretty well, I thank ye, says you.”

“Ben, Ben,” murmured Silver, “to think as you’ve done me!”

The doctor sent back Gray for one of the pickaxes, deserted, in their flight, by the mutineers; and then as we proceeded leisurely downhill to where the boats were lying, related, in a few words, what had taken place. It was a story that profoundly interested Silver; and Ben Gunn, the half-idiot maroon, was the hero from beginning to end.

Ben, in his long, lonely wanderings about the island, had found the skeleton – it was he that had rifled it; he had found the treasure; he had dug it up (it was the haft of his pickaxe that lay broken in the excavation); he had carried it on his back, in many weary journeys, from the foot of a tall pine to a cave he had on the two-pointed hill at the north-east angle of the island, and there it had lain stored in safety since two months before the arrival of the Hispaniola.

When the doctor had wormed this secret from him, on the afternoon of the attack, and when, next morning, he saw the anchorage deserted, he had gone to Silver, given him the chart, which was now useless – given him the stores, for Ben Gunn’s cave was well supplied with goats’ meat salted by himself – given anything and everything to get a chance of moving in safety from the stockade to the two-pointed hill, there to be clear of malaria and keep a guard upon the money.

“As for you, Jim,” he said, “it went against my heart, but I did what I thought best for those who had stood by their duty; and if you were not one of these, whose fault was it?”

That morning, finding that I was to be involved in the horrid disappointment he had prepared for the mutineers, he had run all the way to the cave, and, leaving squire to guard the captain, had taken Gray and the maroon, and started, making the diagonal across the island, to be at hand beside the pine. Soon, however, he saw that our party had the start of him: and Ben Gunn, being fleet of foot, had been despatched in front to do his best alone. Then it had occurred to him to work upon the superstitions of his former shipmates; and he was so far successful that Gray and the doctor had come up and were already ambushed before the arrival of the treasure-hunters.

“Ah,” said Silver, “it were fortunate for me that I had Hawkins here. You would have let old John be cut to bits, and never given it a thought, doctor.”

“Not a thought,” replied Doctor Livesey cheerily.

And by this time we had reached the gigs. The doctor, with the pickaxe, demolished one of them, and then we all got aboard the other and set out to go round by sea for North Inlet.

This was a run of eight or nine miles. Silver, though he was almost killed already with fatigue, was set to an oar, like the rest of us, and we were soon skimming swiftly over a smooth sea. Soon we passed out of the straits and doubled the south-east corner of the island, round which, four days ago, we had towed the Hispaniola.

As we passed the two-pointed hill we could see the black mouth of Ben Gunn’s cave, and a figure standing by it, leaning on a musket. It was the squire; and we waved a handkerchief and gave him three cheers, in which the voice of Silver joined as heartily as any.

Three miles farther, just inside the mouth of North inlet, what should we meet but the Hispaniola, cruising by herself? The last flood had lifted her; and had there been much wind, or a strong tide current, as in the southern anchorage, we should never have found her more, or found her stranded beyond help. As it was, there was little amiss, beyond the wreck of the main-sail. Another anchor was got ready, and dropped in a fathom and a half of water. We all pulled round again to Rum Cove, the nearest point for Ben Gunn’s treasure-house; and then Gray, single-handed, returned with the gig to the Hispaniola, where he was to pass the night on guard.

A gentle slope ran up from the beach to the entrance of the cave. At the top the squire met us. To me he was cordial and kind, saying nothing of my escapade, either in the way of blame or praise. At Silver’s polite salute he somewhat flushed.

“John Silver,” he said, “you’re a prodigious villain and impostor – a monstrous impostor, sir. I am told I am not to prosecute you. Well, then, I will not. But the dead men, sir, hang about your neck like millstones.”

“Thank you kindly, sir,” replied Long John, again saluting.

“I dare you to thank me!” cried the squire. “It is a gross dereliction of my duty. Stand back.”

And thereupon we all entered the cave. It was a large, airy place, with a little spring and a pool of clear water, overhung with ferns. The floor was sand. Before a big fire lay Captain Smollett; and in a far corner, only duskily flickered over by the blaze, I beheld great heaps of coin and quadrilaterals built of bars of gold. That was Flint’s treasure, that we had come so far to seek, and that had cost already the lives of seventeen men from the Hispaniola. How many it had cost in the amassing, what blood and sorrow, what good ships scuttled on the deep, what brave men walking the plank blindfold, what shot of cannon, what shame and lies and cruelty, perhaps no man alive could tell. Yet there were still three upon that island – Silver, and old Morgan, and Ben Gunn – who had each taken his share in these crimes, as each had hoped in vain to share in the reward.

“Come in, Jim,” said the captain. “You’re a good boy in your line, Jim; but I don’t think you and me’ll go to sea again. You’re too much of the born favourite for me. – Is that you, John Silver? What brings you here, man?”

“Come back to my dooty, sir,” returned Silver.

“Ah!” said the captain; and that was all he said.

What a supper I had of it that night, with all my friends around me; and what a meal it was, with Ben Gunn’s salted goat, and some delicacies and a bottle of old wine from the Hispaniola. Never, I am sure, were people, gayer or happier. And there was Silver, sitting back almost out of the firelight, but eating heartily, prompt to spring forward when anything was wanted, even joining quietly in our laughter – the same bland, polite, obsequious seaman of the voyage out.


CHAPTER XXXIV
And Last

THE NEXT MORNING we fell early to work, for the transportation of this great mass of gold near a mile by land to the beach, and thence three miles by boat to the Hispaniola, was a considerable task for so small a number of workmen. The three fellows still abroad upon the island did not greatly trouble us; a single sentry on the shoulder of the hill was sufficient to ensure us against any sudden onslaught, and we thought, besides, they had had more than enough of fighting.

Therefore the work was pushed on briskly. Gray and Ben Gunn came and went with the boat, while the rest, during their absences, piled treasure on the beach. Two of the bars, slung in a rope’s-end, made a good load for a grown man – one that he was glad to walk slowly with. For my part, as I was not much use at carrying, I was kept busy all day in the cave, packing the minted money into bread-bags.

It was a strange collection, like Billy Bones’s hoard for the diversity of coinage, but so much larger and so much more varied that I think I never had more pleasure than in sorting them. English, French, Spanish, Portuguese, Georges, and Louises, doubloons and double guineas and moidores and sequins, the pictures of all the kings of Europe for the last hundred years, strange Oriental pieces stamped with what looked like wisps of string or bits of spider’s web, round pieces and square pieces, and pieces bored through the middle, as if to wear them round your neck – nearly every variety of money in the world must, I think, have found a place in that collection; and for number, I am sure they were like autumn leaves, so that my back ached with stooping and my fingers with sorting them out.

Day after day this work went on; by every evening a fortune had been stowed aboard, but there was another fortune waiting for the morrow; and all this time we heard nothing of the three surviving mutineers.

At last – I think it was on the third night – the doctor and I were strolling on the shoulder of the hill where it overlooks the lowlands of the isle, when, from out the thick darkness below, the wind brought us a noise between shrieking and singing. It was only a snatch that reached our ears, followed by the former silence.

“Heaven forgive them,” said the doctor; “ ’tis the mutineers!”

“All drunk, sir,” struck in the voice of Silver from behind us.

Silver, I should say, was allowed his entire liberty, and, in spite of daily rebuffs, seemed to regard himself once more as quite a privileged and friendly dependant. Indeed, it was remarkable how well he bore these slights, and with what unwearying politeness he kept on trying to ingratiate himself with all. Yet, I think, none treated him better than a dog; unless it was Ben Gunn, who was still terribly afraid of his old quarter-master, or myself, who had really something to thank him for; although for that matter, I suppose, I had reason to think even worse of him than anybody else, for I had seen him meditating a fresh treachery upon the plateau. Accordingly, it was pretty gruffly that the doctor answered him.

“Drunk or raving,” said he.

“Right you were, sir,” replied Silver; “and precious little odds which, to you and me.”

“I suppose you would hardly ask me to call you a humane man,” returned the doctor, with a sneer, “and so my feelings may surprise you, Master Silver. But if I were sure they were raving – as I am morally certain one, at least, of them is down with fever – I should leave this camp, and, at whatever risk to my own carcass, take them the assistance of my skill.”

“Ask your pardon, sir, you would be very wrong,” quoth Silver. “You would lose your precious life, and you may lay to that. I’m on your side now, hand and glove; and I shouldn’t wish for to see the party weakened, let alone yourself, seeing as I know what I owes you. But these men down there, they couldn’t keep their word – no, not supposing they wished to; and, what’s more, they couldn’t believe as you could.”

“No,” said the doctor. “You’re the man to keep your word, we know that.”

Well, that was about the last news we had of the three pirates. Only once we heard a gunshot a great way off, and supposed them to be hunting. A council was held, and it was decided that we must desert them on the island – to the huge glee, I must say, of Ben Gunn, and with the strong approval of Gray. We left a good stock of powder and shot, the bulk of the salt goat, a few medicines, and some other necessaries, tools, clothing, a spare sail, a fathom or two of rope, and, by the particular desire of the doctor, a handsome present of tobacco.

That was about our last doing on the island. Before that, we had got the treasure stowed, and had shipped enough water and the remainder of the goat meat, in case of any distress; and at last, one fine morning, we weighed anchor, which was about all that we could manage, and stood out of North Inlet, the same colours flying that the captain had flown and fought under at the palisade.

The three fellows must have been watching us closer than we thought for, as we soon had proved. For, coming through the narrows, we had to lie very near the southern point, and there we saw all three of them kneeling together on a spit of sand, with their arms raised in supplication. It went to all our hearts, I think, to leave them in that wretched state; but we could not risk another mutiny; and to take them home for the gibbet would have been a cruel sort of kindness. The doctor hailed them, and told them of the stores we had left, and where they were to find them. But they continued to call us by name, and appeal to us, for God’s sake, to be merciful, and not leave them to die in such a place.

At last, seeing the ship still bore on her course, and was now swiftly drawing out of earshot, one of them – I know not which it was – leapt to his feet with a hoarse cry, whipped his musket to his shoulder, and sent a shot whistling over Silver’s head and through the main-sail.

After that, we kept under cover of the bulwarks, and when next I looked out they had disappeared from the spit, and the spit itself had almost melted out of sight in the growing distance. That was, at least, the end of that; and before noon, to my inexpressible joy, the highest rock of Treasure Island had sunk into the blue round of sea.

We were so short of men that every one on board had to bear a hand – only the captain lying on a mattress in the stern and giving his orders; for, though greatly recovered, he was still in want of quiet. We laid her head for the nearest port in Spanish America, for we could not risk the voyage home without fresh hands; and as it was, what with baffling winds and a couple of fresh gales, we were all worn out before we reached it.

It was just at sundown when we cut anchor in a most beautiful land-locked gulf, and were immediately surrounded by shore boats full of negroes, and Mexican Indians, and half-bloods, selling fruits and vegetables, and offering to dive for bits of money. The sight of so many good-humoured faces (especially the blacks), the taste of the tropical fruits, and, above all, the lights that began to shine in the town, made a most charming contrast to our dark and bloody sojourn on the island; and the doctor and the squire, taking me along with them, went ashore to pass the early part of the night. Here they met the captain of an English man-of-war, fell in talk with him, went on board his ship, and, in short, had so agreeable a time, that day was breaking when we came alongside the Hispaniola.

Ben Gunn was on deck alone, and, as soon as we came on board, he began, with wonderful contortions, to make us a confession. Silver was gone. The maroon had connived at his escape in a shore boat some hours ago, and he now assured us he had only done so to preserve our lives, which would certainly have been forfeit if “that man with the one leg had stayed aboard”. But this was not all. The sea-cook had not gone empty-handed. He had cut through a bulkhead unobserved, and had removed one of the sacks of coin, worth, perhaps, three or fourhundred guineas, to help him on his further wanderings.

I think we were all pleased to be so cheaply quit of him.

Well, to make a long story short, we got a few hands on board, made a good cruise home, and the Hispaniola reached Bristol just as Mr Blandly was beginning to think of fitting out her consort. Five men only of those who had sailed returned with her. “Drink and the devil had done for the rest,” with a vengeance; although, to be sure, we were not quite in so bad a case as that other ship they sang about:


“With one man of her crew alive,

What put to sea with seventy-five.”



All of us had an ample share of the treasure, and used it wisely or foolishly, according to our natures. Captain Smollett is now retired from the sea. Gray not only saved his money, but, being suddenly smit with the desire to rise, also studied his profession; and he is now mate and part owner of a fine full-rigged ship; married besides, and the father of a family. As for Ben Gunn, he got a thousand pounds, which he spent or lost in three weeks, or, to be more exact, in nineteen days, for he was back begging on the twentieth. Then he was given a lodge to keep, exactly as he had feared upon the island; and he still lives, a great favourite, though something, of a butt, with the country boys, and a notable singer in church on Sundays and saints’ days.

Of Silver we have heard no more. That formidable seafaring man with one leg has at last gone clean out of my life; but I daresay he met his old negress, and perhaps still lives in comfort with her and Captain Flint. It is to be hoped so, I suppose, for his chances of comfort in another world are very small.

The bar silver and the arms still lie, for all that I know, where Flint buried them; and certainly they shall lie there for me. Oxen and wain-ropes would not bring me back again to that accursed island; and the worst dreams that ever I have are when I hear the surf booming about its coasts, or start upright in bed, with the sharp voice of Captain Flint still ringing in my ears: “Pieces of eight! pieces of eight!”
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