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Deep, deep, and still deep and deeper must we go, if we would find out the heart of a man; descending into which is as descending a spiral stair in a shaft, without any end, and where that endlessness is only concealed by the spiralness of the stair, and the blackness of the shaft.

H.M., Pierre






LIZZIE

1.

I had become, in middle age in the midst of marriage to Herman Melville, a captive. And I wanted my freedom.

But it’s the rare bride who says “I do” and doesn’t. I did. Even at the worst of times, I believed in the power of love—a bit of naïveté, perhaps. It carried me, however. To the end, it carried me.

H.M. (as we called him) was, to put it kindly, a volatile man, with improbable highs and lows. One had to avoid him at all cost in the valley of his shadows, where darkness was his name. Yet part of my faith was to know he would climb, looking out at times from glittering heights. That once in a while I shared his view was my consolation over the days—months, even years—when I bided my time, unsure I would make it. Or that he would.

Word of my misery spread to my family in Boston, and urgent letters from my brothers arrived, one of them from Lemuel, who understood my plight. “You must act, Lizzie,” he said. “Herman is a madman, plain and simple. Have I not said as much before? You didn’t listen to me!”

The other was from Samuel, who failed to register the gravity of my situation. “One can never be sure about the consequences of one’s actions in life,” he wrote in his lawyerly way. “In other words, act with caution, dear sister. Tread carefully!”

Tread, tread, tread …

I had been treading long enough.

Two decades had passed since August 4, 1847, when I stood there as a bride in my white gown and feathery veil of tulle in the sunlit living room of our house on Mount Vernon Street among a crowd of well-wishing relatives and close friends. I was almost drunk with joy, believing I had found my very own Charles Dickens—a robust and blossoming man of letters, who would lift us to fame and good fortune.

The pocket doors had been opened between the front parlors, and there were flowers everywhere in tall Oriental vases: stephanotis, gardenia, lilies, and cascades of yellow, pink, and red roses from the back garden—my stepmother’s brilliant handiwork. Through open windows I could hear the clatter of hooves on the cobbles outside.

Herman stood before me in a handsome blue suit (purchased with a loan from his brother Allan and made to measure by one of the finest tailors in Manhattan). Young Thomas, his teenaged brother, looked suddenly mature, almost a man, having grown a beard for the occasion—if the raspy shadow on his chin could be described as such. I was dreaming, in a whirl; but I noticed the rustling dresses of the women, the rows of polished boots. The air was humid, almost unbearably so, and yet the porcine Reverend Mr. Young stood before us in full canonicals, sweating indiscriminately, eliciting the solemn words: “I do, I do.” Afterward, we signed our names boldly in the gilt-edged Bible that Aunt Lucy had provided, her gift for the wedding, with our initials engraved on the leather covers: H.M. and E.S.M.

I had become, at a stroke, Elizabeth Shaw Melville.

“You have taken a massive step, my dear,” said his mother, whispering in my ear. “I will expect you to take good care of him. He deserves that much.” Her round red face was impassive, and she stared at me through the narrow slits of her eyes like a sea turtle. I saw that she hated me, and did not respond. One should not respond in these situations.

This marriage was “an unlikely match,” as my stepmother put in less than delicately a few weeks before the ceremony. “He has no stable profession,” she said, “and there is a touch of insanity among the Melvilles. You need only ask your father. He will tell you the truth if you insist.” As I knew, my father had once nearly married Allan’s sister, Nancy. In a strange way I considered Herman more of a brother than a husband. To marry him seemed only to extend an arc already begun before my birth.

I did ask my father about this fabled “touch of insanity,” but he refused to say anything about the madness that had gripped Herman’s unfortunate father at the end, reducing the poor man to raging incoherence while tenderhearted Herman, an innocent boy of twelve, stood to one side, helpless and defeated. I think Herman spent the whole of his life trying to comfort that child, to convince him that all would be well.

Allan Melvill (the “e” was added later, as it seemed more familiar to American eyes) left his family destitute, thus forcing them upon the frowning mercy of Maria’s wealthy relatives in Albany. (My father, always loyal to old friends, also supplied a good deal of money in the form of loans he knew would never be repaid.) “It was a failure of nerve in Allan, and nothing more,” my father mused, lighting his pipe with exaggerated slowness behind the burl desk in his study, shifting uneasily in a cracked red leather chair that had belonged to his father. The scales of justice—fitting for a judge—stood on the fireplace mantel behind him, a reminder of the balancing acts he performed daily as chief justice of the Massachusetts Supreme Court.

“Allan glanced at his noble ancestry, then shrank in fear,” my father said, fingering his long white locks, which touched the shoulders of his jacket. His belly ballooned from his starched shirt, nearly popping the buttons. “Greatness was not in the cards, not for him, alas,” he continued. “I felt sorry for the boys, especially young Herman, who seemed quite lost.”

My dear and wonderfully supportive father died in the spring of 1861, leaving me adrift. My family could do nothing for me. I was a Melville—hardly a Shaw at all—trapped in this sad house in Manhattan. Somehow I had to get away from Herman. I didn’t really want to leave him, but there seemed no choice. Sometimes we think by feeling. We go where we must, as the path turns, taking us willy-nilly where it will.

Anyone who actually read his novels—Mardi or Moby-Dick or that repulsive Pierre—could guess at the truth, that my husband was not balanced. He walked the edges of life, peering into the abyss, taking his readers with him. He sought everything or nothing, quarreling with God, accusing Him of indifference, even hatred of the human race. This instability disfigured his novels and stories, which one critic called “the unhappy products of an overheated imagination.”

Readers (myself included) much preferred his first books, Typee and Omoo—and for good reason. One could peruse them without strain, although their morality remained in question. (My husband never cared what anyone thought of him—especially a critic! That would have been pandering, and H.M. did not pander.)

Having resettled unhappily in New York in the fall of 1863, Herman grew restive. He realized, I think, that a mere change of scenery could not solve his problems or heal old wounds. Now fits of temper interrupted his more usual silence, especially at meals, when he would shout at me and the children. (Nothing we did seemed to please or comfort him.) After dinner he would sulk in the parlor, consuming large quantities of whiskey while laboring over books of philosophy composed by wordy Germans with names one could neither spell nor pronounce. “My eyes, my poor eyes,” he complained, as darkness fell and the lamps flickered. “I shall be blind soon, and you will have to read to me.”

He was not modest and often compared himself to the English poet John Milton, who went blind in old age, relying on his wife to read to him, to write down his thunderous interminable lines.

“I will never read to you,” I told him.

“You hate my work,” he said. “You hate whatever I do.”

How could he say such a hurtful thing? Had I not copied and recopied several of his novels while sitting in the cold north parlor at Arrowhead, our farmhouse in the Berkshires, shuddering because he failed to cut and stack enough logs for the fire? Had I not recited countless passages by the light of many candles, reading them aloud in the wee hours of night, making little and large alterations at his request? His handwriting revealed the waywardness of his character, its uncertainty and awkwardness. His inconsistent spelling suggested an inconsistency in his soul. I told him as much one night, sending him into one of those rages where he shattered glasses against the wall and frightened Maria, his mother, and his obsequious sisters. Our children cowered upstairs, terrified by their father’s ill temper.

“You must not arouse him so, my dear,” said Maria, repeatedly.

“Oh, do you think so?” I would say.

“I do indeed, and you should mend your ways. This will never do. Not for me, not for my son.”

Maria had been a not-so-silent partner in this marriage from the beginning, a constant companion, presiding over meals, knitting in the parlor wherever we lived, snoring in the bedroom next door, eavesdropping, offering “gentle” suggestions, defending her son. She glowered at me, as if I could never do the appropriate wifely thing to make her precious Herman comfortable, happy, proud, self-confident, and successful. I could never, in her view, get it right. “My son requires a delicacy of approach,” she said one day, in a dark hallway at Arrowhead after I had scolded him about leaving open the barn door, prompting our elderly horse, Waldo, to wander off by himself down Lenox Road.

“He is not so fragile as you think,” I explained.

She glared at me as though I were a shrew, then walked away in her usual huff. One could hear doors slamming throughout the echo chamber of that icy house.

I should have listened to Lemuel, who understood from the outset that Herman Melville would make a poor match. “Johnny Harrison is the one for you, Lizzie,” he told me. Johnny was Lemuel’s best friend, a Harvard man, and a lawyer in Boston. He was nicely dressed, polite, almost decorous in manner.

But I did not like decorous and polite men, not in those days. I had lived my life among the decorous and polite.

For better or worse, I found H.M. appealing, even irresistible. I had heard of his exploits and adventures from his older sister, Helen, a dear friend. He had sailed around the globe, gone whaling, lived among cannibals in the South Seas, and walked the streets of Liverpool and London. In New York City, he dined frequently in the best literary company. He had huge ambitions for himself, although his temper made his life (as well as ours) difficult, frustrating and offending those who might otherwise have championed his cause.

I didn’t mind the short temper, not at first. I certainly admired the alertness in his eyes, their penetration—he could look through a wall of stone. I also liked his maturity. He was twenty-eight, and he understood the ways of the world. I believed I could tame the beast that lay within his breast, and to a certain extent I did. But it was intricate work, the work of a lifetime.

He had burst into our house one evening after dinner, unannounced, fresh from his adventures at sea. Full of improbable tales, he sat with my father in his study, where they drank sour mash and debated the great issues of the day. Although Herman had no formal education, having been forced to leave school early, he managed to work his way steadily through eons of Greek and Roman history, modern English and American literature, as well as some of the great European philosophers. He later borrowed thick volumes bound in buckram from my father’s library, which he proceeded to underline as if they were his own!

“This young man has an inquisitive mind,” my father told me, purring with approval. “You needn’t worry about him.”

But I did nothing but worry for twenty years, and then the situation became impossible for me, or so it seemed. I could not imagine myself living for another two or more decades in the House of Melville. Ways of escape crowded my thoughts.

Each evening he came home from his work as inspector at the New York Custom House covered in grime, his white collar soiled, hands filthy. He carried the smell of the city about him, its reek and plunder, the red dust. He made very little money—the salary was an insult to a man of his station—but that wasn’t the problem. The money didn’t matter as much as he thought it did—not since we had left the Berkshires and moved back to Manhattan. I had a sizable legacy now from an aunt in New Hampshire, and my father had advanced us plenty of funds over the years, paying off old debts that Herman had incurred behind my back. Father’s death had made our economic lives more than a little easier.

But the fluctuating moods of H.M. troubled me. Gloom surrounded him for weeks and months, driving him beyond what was tolerable. I could feel despair coming upon him as we lay in bed, a storm blowing up in his body. Yet he was a survivor, a man who clung to his daily habits as if for dear life.

In New York, he followed a routine that, perhaps, saved him from mental shipwreck. He rose at dawn, reading ponderously at his desk or taking notes, drinking coffee in the front parlor, with hot bacon rolls followed by a fat cigar. He left home promptly at eight, taking with him his badge of office, Number 75. He often jumped a horse car down Broadway, walking slowly westward to the Custom House office at 207 West Street, off Gansevoort—a street named for his illustrious maternal grandfather. After doing paperwork for an hour or two, he set off on his rounds—the part of the job he adored.

God knows where he went in the course of a day. An acquaintance of mine had seen him as far north as Central Park, a landlocked oasis where he would have found no ships to inspect. He often lingered in Battery Park to watch the vessels coming and going. Mainly he trudged along the Hudson, calling on foreign vessels, checking cargoes, absorbing tales of the sea. I often imagined him sitting on a bench, his face to the sky, listening to voices that called from the past, from the wharves themselves, from black openings between red-brick buildings that overhung the docks and the dark passages of his mind. As he said almost nothing about his work, I had to guess what it was like for him, that he strolled the wharves obsessively, visiting ships, checking lists of imported goods. In the late afternoon, he sat alone in one tavern or another and listened intently to stories of sailors long at sea. I dare say, he wished he could, like them, begin another passage. He was always hoping for another passage.

But he had already gone to sea many times, and he knew the world like few men know it, having been around Cape Horn and back. He had seen, and done, any number of odd, unspeakable things. Once in a while he divulged secrets, usually when full of whiskey, though I begged him to spare me the lubricious details. I had no wish to know about his carnal exploits or impossible desires. It was not my duty to wade through the muck and molder of his fantasies. He had lived a thousand lives thus far, in a short space. In a way, he was already posthumous, ghosting the streets, watching and listening. Ever seeming to wait—but for what?

The children adored him, and feared him. They hovered in his wake, especially the boys, Malcolm and Stannie. Poor stuttering Malcolm tried so hard to please his father. Oh, Daddy Daddy, he would cry, pushing over the consonants with difficulty. Daddy Daddy Daddy. Do you want me to get you something? Would you like to hear a song? (He sang in a fluting voice, so beautifully it could break your heart.) But it drove me to distraction, this fetching and fiddling. H.M. paid little mind. He would never grant his sons the attentions they sought and surely deserved, although this was not for lack of love. He was simply incapable of expressing certain emotions—except in his writing. Feelings seemed to lodge and fester somewhere out of sight, restive, shy of the light.

In the evenings he tormented Malcolm. One night he actually whacked him on the cheek with the back of his hand, raising a red welt. The boy—my God, a young man of nineteen—had merely come home late for dinner. He had been out with his friends, as boys of that age will do. But Malcolm was neither drunk nor horribly late, and he had a right to friends, as I told Herman when Malcolm had retired quivering to bed. You can’t hope to control a young man trying to find his place in the world.

“It’s not your business,” H.M. said.

“It’s entirely my business,” I replied. “I am his mother!”

We stood face-to-face at the top of the stairs.

“Stay out of this,” Herman said, as the boy lay sobbing in his bedroom behind a door, pathetic.

I could hear the crying and could hardly stand the sound of it, so painful and unmanly.

“Stop it!” Herman shouted to his son through the door.

I put a hand on his wrist. “Malcolm is an adult,” I said. “He may do as he wishes.”

“He may not!” Herman said. The rank odor of whiskey on his breath disgusted me.

“I tell you, let the boy alone.”

“And I tell you to mind your business!”

“I shall do as I please,” I replied. “He is my son as much as yours.”

With that, Herman lashed out, striking the side of my head. I felt a trickle and, touching icy fingers to my ear, saw the blood: a scarlet daub that glistened and shocked me.

“You have drawn blood,” I said, quietly.

Herman glistened with horror. He seemed to lurch toward me, and I stepped back. I did not want him to touch me.

“Lizzie!” he cried, reaching toward my arm as I stepped backward and away from him, losing my balance, falling down the stairwell. The movement was beyond my control. I fell a whole flight to the landing at the bottom, where I hit the back of my head on the floor.

I remember little of what followed. When I tried to stand, the hallway spun, a blur of walls and pictures. The blood-bright roses in the copper vase seemed to explode. There was a high thin whine, a trilling, in the air, a wavering sound like a jungle bird. Was it Stannie? He stood there in the hallway above. It was his voice, I was sure it was. And then Maria came from the swirl, stood arms akimbo, a heavy shadow. I could see her ankles, bare and swollen, and the mottled veins that rose to her calves.

“He did this,” I explained to Maria, rising from the floor, showing her the blood on my fingers.

“What have you done to your wife, Herman?” she asked, as he stood in the middle of the stairs.

“I tried to reach her … reach for her.”

“He hit me,” I said.

I could hear Maria gasp, the air rushing through her wide-spaced yellow teeth.

Was Malcolm beside me now? Someone had certainly appeared at my elbow. I staggered into the side parlor, noticing the painting of the Bay of Naples, its blue flag of a sky, the white sails, the little boats coming and going in this fantasy world of brightness. My knees weakened, and I found myself stretched on the plump green sofa and staring at the white pillar behind it, the one crowned by the bust of Antinous. Who was this man, and why did we have his bust in the parlor? I called to my husband: Herman, Herman …

“Yes, my love?”

“Can you hear me, Herman?”

He was sobbing, on his knees, beside the sofa. “I love you dearly,” he whispered.

His hand was thick on my thigh, the blunt, hairy fingers. His beard grizzled against me, and his face was wet with sorrow, the eyes misty globes, hot and drizzly. He smelled of old sweat and whiskey—a putrid combination.

Oh my love, he muttered.

Or was that Malcolm who spoke? His face was white, the beautiful boy in the doorway, a shining face on the pillar of his young slender body, a terrified and livid boy-man with a fluting voice, who sang like an angel to calm us.

“I meant nothing, my darling. I didn’t mean to hurt you. Forgive me. I beg you. I would never hurt you,” Herman said, blubbering.

I could not imagine a way to go now, where or how.




Particularly, I remembered standing with my father on the wharf when a large ship was getting under way, and rounding the head of the pier. I remembered the yo heave ho! of the sailors, as they just showed their woolen caps above the high bulwarks. I remembered how I thought of their crossing the great ocean; and that that very ship, and those very sailors, so near to me then, would after a time be actually in Europe …

As I grew older my thoughts took a larger flight, and I frequently fell into long reveries about distant voyages and travels, and thought how fine it would be, to be able to talk about remote and barbarous countries; with what reverence and wonder people would regard me, if I had just returned from the coast of Africa or New Zealand; how dark and romantic my sunburnt cheeks would look; how I would bring home with me foreign clothes of a rich fabric and princely make, and wear them up and down the streets, and how grocers’ boys would turn back their heads to look at me, as I went by.

H.M., Redburn






THE GREEN BOY

2.

What Herman really wanted was a whaler, its promise of expansive Pacific skies and infinitely unfolding green seas; but his practical older brother Gansevoort explained impatiently that one would have to go all the way to Sag Harbor or New Bedford to find such a berth.

“Another day,” said Gans, with a swagger that rankled Herman, who nevertheless agreed to settle for a dull packet ship, of which the Manhattan wharves offered many choices.

They went down to the familiar docks at South Street. Herman had often walked these streets, eyeing the forest of tall ships, their blackened strakes handsomely curved, masts like crosses, empty of sails. He had dreamed of going to sea for many years, since he first read an account by the English sailor William Strachey of his shipwreck in the Bermudas—an array of islands that had always seemed a magical place to him. The main island was perhaps the original setting that Shakespeare had in mind when summoning Prospero’s cell in The Tempest. One day, Herman told himself, he would visit the Bermudas.

Oliver P. Brown was captain of the St. Lawrence, and he welcomed the Melville boys into his smoky, oak-paneled cabin. A Swede of fifty, his mother had married an English sailor who later died at sea, as he told anyone who cared to listen. He had a curly orange beard and massive head, seemed gruff but not unfriendly, and spoke in heavily accented irregular English. His large desk, littered with papers and charts, was nailed to the floor. A cut-glass decanter filled with an amber liquid glittered on a sideboard.

Herman’s eyes fastened on a brass sextant and other instruments of navigation occupying a wooden box on a shelf below a small porthole. He also noticed a row of books that told of adventures on the high seas: the Indian Ocean, the Galápagos and Sandwich islands—such romantic names! He made a mental note of a large tome about the Dutch admiral Jacob Roggeveen and his search for the elusive continent called Terra Australis, a land of wonders in distant Pacific waters. That voyage of 1722 had led to the discovery of Easter Island.

Herman felt his brother tugging at his elbow, trying to recapture his attention—not the easiest task.

“What am I doing for you?” the captain asked, offering the boys a seat at the table.

“My brother seeks a position on your ship,” said Gansevoort, falling into officious English. “He is an able-bodied seaman, as you will see.”

“And how old the brother, he is?”

“Almost twenty,” Gans said. “He has been a schoolmaster recently, near Albany, and a surveyor. He seeks adventure.”

“Seeks, yah! Adventure, this is good for him. Young man they like it; older man, not so much. She is killing me, adventure. I am not so happy to this idea, not so much, no longer. But young man, yes.”

It frustrated Herman to hear Gansevoort speak on his behalf, yet he felt strangely tongue-tied this morning, unwilling to unveil himself. He wished he had come alone, as it would have made things easier. On his own, he rarely felt at a loss for words.

Captain Brown stared at Herman, sizing him up. H.M. met his gaze steadily, noticing that Brown had eyes like chips of blue ice that shone eerily in their sockets. His curly orange beard and mustache drew attention away from a cleft palate. The overall effect—taking into account the broken English—was highly disconcerting.

Gans continued in a blithe fashion, unaffected by Brown’s oddity: “My brother, you must know, had a recent opportunity to see the world as a gentleman should, with a tutor. Our mother, bless her, offered to back him on such a trip. But Herman, you will understand, has a mind of his own, an independent streak.”

“A mind is good, yah.”

“My brother has a very good mind.”

“I am liking your brother,” Brown said. He smiled at Herman as if he were a side of beef in a butcher’s shop, all set for carving.

Gansevoort overrode the captain, continuing in his rambling public mode: “Our father, sadly, passed some years ago. He was a merchant who traveled abroad on business. He brought back the most wonderful tales of Liverpool, Paris, and London.”

H.M. glared at his brother.

“You have wealthy father, you tell me?” Captain Brown asked.

“Yes, we did. But he is gone.”

“And where he is going?”

“Passed, you see. He has died.”

“I’m sorry for him.”

Gansevoort shifted in his seat. “He died quite a number of years ago,” he added. “Eight years ago, to be exact.”

“What does your brother say, Hermia?”

“Herman,” Gansevoort said. “Hermia, I believe, is reserved for young ladies.”

Herman reddened as the captain swung the square lantern of his big head toward him, ignoring Gansevoort’s brief note on gender.

“Tell me the truth now. Do you want to work on my ship, Hermia?”

“Yes, sir. Very much so.”

“We have only boy position.”

“Cabin boy?”

“Too old for the cabin! Sailor boy.”

“Whatever is required,” H.M. said. “I want to be a sailor.”

“This is good, yah,” Brown said. “You help with ship, what is needed, in the riggings, cleaning decks, this kind of work is good for you. We are needing so.”

“I will be glad for such a position.”

Captain Brown smiled broadly. “We sign the papers, eh? I will do this. Just waiting.”

The captain pulled a contract from his desk, and the terms were put before Herman and Gansevoort.

“Only twelve dollars? Am I reading this correctly?” Herman asked.

Gansevoort whispered, “It’s not about the money, not now.”

Herman understood what his brother meant. He was out for experience, not money—at least at this point in his life. Money would follow, in due course. Of that he felt quite certain.

Within minutes, H.M. found himself signing up for a journey aboard the St. Lawrence that would last for some four months, to Liverpool and back on a packet ship, its length nearly 120 feet, displacing 356 tons. He would sleep in the forecastle, sharing a bunk with two other men, sleeping in rotation, doing whatever sailors did during their waking hours. He was not quite sure what that was, but he would learn.

Lately his prospects had dwindled—his time as a teacher had been nothing short of horrific—and few options presented themselves; so this was a good moment to take to the sea, as any number of young men in his family had done before him. “No young man ever regretted going to sea,” an uncle in Albany had said, and he believed that.

He signed in a bold hand.

“I am glad for this gentleman on board,” said the captain, blowing on the signature so the ink would dry. “We have good ship, Hermia. A fast ship.”

“Thank you, sir. Thank you.”

He was told to report for duty in just two days, and he fully believed this experience would change his life forever—he felt quite sure of it.

Gans came into the bedroom with a package for Herman. “Something for the journey,” he said.

H.M. took the small gift in brown paper, tied with blue string and sealed with wax. He shook it gently.

“Open it, eh?”

“A book, I will suppose.”

“Not quite.”

Herman unwrapped a leather-bound diary, with blank pages. The letters “H.M.” had been pressed into the cover.

“Write down what you see, what you think. It may come in handy one day. The memory plays foul. There is no trusting what we recall. It’s good training for the mind and enforces a kind of discipline.”

“A discipline of seeing.”

“That’s it. Capital phrase, that.” Gansevoort drew himself up to his full height, lording it over his younger sibling. “I shall want to read this when you return, so be careful what you say.”

“Oh, I shall say what I please.”

Gansevoort sighed, aware that his brother had not lied to him. He never did, although his expansive nature was such that truth took many forms, and his fond embellishments soon hardened into fact.

Herman’s excitement could hardly be exaggerated as he stood on the quarterdeck during first watch, late at night. They had passed Governors Island, off Manhattan, in the early afternoon, slipping through the narrows, heading into the broad Atlantic. It was cloudy at the outset, but the atmosphere cleared at last, and one by one the stars emerged. One could count them, if one had the time, Herman thought, gazing upward. A half-moon showed the outline of its missing part, burning on the waters, while a steady breeze drew across the bow, rather warm for early June at sea, he reckoned. The sleek ship cut through the waves easily, parsing them slantwise—like a sled going downhill easily—as the sails puffed and the ship tilted. The loudness of the swish beneath the hull surprised him, as did the raw wet edge of the air.

For the first time in his life, he was at sea. The fact itself delighted him, and he wondered if he could ever happily return to his old life as a groundling.

The chief mate strolled the deck, smoking a long-nine cigar. The red tip was all Herman could see until the man stood in his face, squinting as if to inquire about something, questioning without questions. His jaw seemed to move without words emerging.

“I’m all right, sir,” said Herman.

The officer smiled faintly, aware that Herman Melville was a green boy. This was not unusual on such a voyage, as many young men signed on for a variety of reasons. Some sought an interlude of adventure in their otherwise routine lives on land, while others imagined a career at sea for themselves. Still others reckoned a job was a job, and ships provided room and board for a period of months—not unlike jail but without the social taint. A few misguided youths harbored fantasies of making money, although anyone with the slightest experience of such voyages would know better. There was no money to be made as a merchant seaman in the lower ranks. One was lucky to make even a little money on a whaler. Experience itself was the coin of this watery realm.

“What am I to do, sir?” asked Herman.

“Whatever I say.”

“Yes, sir.”

The officer disappeared, leaving Herman alone at the rail until a fine-boned, smooth-skinned boy of eighteen stood beside him, materializing from below. This was William Hamilton, also from Manhattan, in a blue Havre frock and black hobnailed boots.

“I am Billy,” he said. His sandy hair was pushed under a black wool cap. His eyes shone. His light beard was almost invisible, drawing a ghostly shadow on his chin and cheeks.

Herman felt somewhat weighted down by his own name, which seemed by contrast heavy, even ornate. But he introduced himself after an awkward pause.

“Are you happy?” Billy asked, gripping the rail to steady himself as the ship heeled.

It was the most peculiar question Herman had yet encountered in two decades on this planet. How could one answer such an inquiry without dissembling? And what right had anyone, especially a stranger, to ask such a question? How could one possibly vouchsafe the truth of one’s answer?

Herman nevertheless ventured a reply. “Happy enough, I should hope. It’s my first time at sea.”

“Mine, too.”

“Perhaps we should hold on to our judgment for a piece?”

“I hold on to nothing but this rail.”

Herman soon learned the astonishing truth of this. Billy apparently held no grudges: an unusual thing aboard ship, which is a container of grudges. It was not easy to refrain from bitterness or avoid aggravation, as men on a ship grate against one another in close quarters, chafing and rubbing, sometimes clashing. More usually they test and taunt. There is a good deal of boasting as well, especially at night on long watches, when the old dogs gather about the windlass and the stories begin. The green boys stand apart and try to listen, although at ten or fifteen paces from the speaker the voice is absorbed by the winds, the ship’s slicing motion, the snap of sails and low perpetual whine of the rigging.

Life at sea is stories. That was the first lesson that Herman Melville learned on this crossing to Liverpool. And he made sure to record these tales, as soon as he could, in the journal that Gansevoort had given him—its white pages like snowy fields devoid of footsteps. He propped himself on one elbow in his bunk, in the snug glow of a whale-oil lantern, making observations, trying to recall what he had seen and heard. He would include snippets of tales, hoping that these fragments would jog his memory in later years.

“I lived a dream most of the time,” he wrote one night. “And when I could erase the ship and its pressing atmosphere, almost believed I was in some fairy world, and I half expected to hear myself called to, out of the clear blue, or from the depths of the sea. But I did not have much leisure to indulge in such thoughts; for the men were now getting stun’-sails ready to hoist aloft, as the wind was getting fairer and fairer for us; and these stun’-sails are light canvas which are spread at such times, away out beyond the ends of the yards, where they overhang the wide water, like the wings of a great bird.” He read this passage again, nodding to himself, grunting with satisfaction. It was good, he thought. Excellent, in fact!

The stories of the older men held him fast, as they talked of distant ports in Gibraltar, Bombay, Rio, Valparaíso. They spoke of the haunted isles of the South Seas, where lithe young women with nut-colored skin swarmed the ships as soon as they dropped anchor. They would climb aboard, eagerly offering their bodies to hungry sailors who had not been with a woman for months, even years. The conventional boundaries broke in these circumstances. All the normal rules of social intercourse no longer applied.

Herman sensed a strange but agreeable attraction between himself and Billy Hamilton. An invisible wire drew them together, as one night on watch when their conversation took a sudden turn in the most intimate and surprising direction.

“Have you made love to a girl?” Billy asked.

The manner of the inquiry seemed thoroughly innocent, and yet it was a most shocking thing to ask on short acquaintance, even aboard a ship of men.

Herman thought carefully about his response. It was frankness that empowered his friendship with Billy, and he would not sacrifice this. “I have not yet had much occasion for relations of this kind,” he said. “So the answer would be no. I have not yet had this opportunity.”

“My sister had a friend at school, a lovely black-eyed girl,” Billy said, more to himself than to Herman. “Her name was indeed Susan. I called her my black-eyed Susan.”

“A good name, Susan,” Herman said, relieved to feel the lamp of attention move away. “And you enjoyed physical relations with this young flower?”

“I did not,” said Billy. “It was much on my mind at one point. I think of her still. The opportunity, as you say, arose, but it faded as quickly. I do wonder at my hesitance.”

And so the friendship began, with revelations and frank conversation, in a spirit of inquiry. Herman realized that with a friend like Billy life at sea was infinitely more acceptable: you did not feel quite so alone. He sought the company of Billy Hamilton each day, and his presence lightened any occasion. They had nearly adjacent bunks in the forecastle, and sometimes he woke early to watch his new friend as he slept, his pale lips pursed in a peculiar way, his eyelids fluttering.

Another New Yorker aboard the St. Lawrence was Robert Jackson, a man of thirty-one, with a pockmarked face and yellow-green eyes. He blazed with the fever of a life ill spent in foreign parts, and he had been everywhere: to remote islands east of India, to the African coast and the lusty ports of South America. He praised the rank debauchery of brothels in the Far East, where women had—as he put it—“no sensible restraints.” They were, he said, “wide open country.” He suffered from bodily ailments resulting from his behavior, or so it seemed. Large tracts of skin had fallen from his back and neck, coming away in patches. He had running sores on his hands and feet. He coughed throughout the night, often disgorging blood into a handkerchief that had become permanently stained, a disgusting piece of cloth that lay on the floor beneath his bunk and stank.

Jackson had been at sea for much of his adult life, circling the globe countless times, although this depth of experience brought no similar depth of wisdom. He was bad-tempered, violent, and petty. Whenever and wherever he could, he made those beneath him feel uncomfortable, though in the company of any officer he remained polite, even obsequious. And the captain looked well upon him. “Jackson, come to my cabin for a word,” he would say.

What sort of word might this be?

The captain of a ship rarely invited anyone except another officer into his cabin. He dined alone most nights, served by Moses Walker, a tall black steward (who spoke to no one aboard ship but slipped from shadow to shadow). Once in a while, the captain dined with the first officer, Mr. Shaw, a tiny man whose clenched face and needling eyes frightened the crew, had no sense of humor, and disliked drinking aboard ship, although he did nothing to restrain the men in this regard. Herman would see him sitting alone at the desk and reading his Bible while he moved his lips.

“You are reading the Gospel of St. John, sir,” Herman said one day, risking interaction of a kind rare aboard a merchant ship.

The officer looked up in surprise. “You have some knowledge of the Good Book, son?”

“I have read the Gospels.”

“And which is your favorite?”

“St. Matthew, sir. There is more of Jesus among his men in those pages. It is gentler than St. Mark or, certainly, St. John.”

A conversation unfolded, and several of the crew looked on in wonderment that a green boy should engage an officer in learned conversation. Rumors of this conversation spread, and they soon created a distance that could not easily be closed between Herman and nearly everyone else aboard the ship. It was rumored, falsely, that H.M. was “the son of a preacher.”

Billy heard about this conversation, and he queried Herman on the matter. “You are not afraid of these officers,” he noted. “It is unusual.”

“I have officers in my own family.”

Billy explained that he was shy in the presence of officers. He was afraid of many things, he said, including Robert Jackson—who tormented him, attempting to give him a kiss on the ear one night when they stood alone on larboard watch. He’d called Billy a “fine sweet girl,” telling him to meet him another time in a secret place “where nobody would find them.” Jackson’s eyes had rolled like low little moons, marbled with veins, thick with translucent slime. He had as many black as white teeth, and several gaps among them. His body reeked of Stockholm pine tar, the sort that mingled with old hemp to make oakum.

Billy, of course, refused this meeting.

“He stinks of death,” Billy said. “I know that smell.”

“You must ignore him,” said Herman.

The fact that Billy felt terror in the company of Robert Jackson struck Herman forcefully, and he determined to protect his friend. H.M. was not weak, or slight, or especially timid. He had been in fistfights and knew how to defend himself.

Once, near the yardarm, he playfully taunted Billy, hoping to teach his new friend a defensive move or two. He balled his fist, jabbed at the boy’s chin, grazing his jawline. When Billy cowered, Herman decided to cease, though he suggested that his companion would be wise to learn a cross-hook. “Just catch Jackson squarely in the jaw,” he said. “Plug him once like that, and he’ll give no further trouble. He’s a coward at heart.”

This was not a good thing to have said to gullible Billy Hamilton. The next night, on second watch, Jackson sidled behind him, drawing close to the boy, who stood at the rails under a bright moon that opened a sequined pathway on the sea. The ship ran downwind, lunging over whitecaps.

“You’re a darling girl,” said Jackson, in a louche whisper, coming too close for comfort. An oakum-gummed hand rested on Billy’s shoulder.

Billy tensed, livid. His fist formed a wrecking ball, and—surprising himself as much as anyone who later heard the story—he caught Jackson perfectly on the bridge of his nose. Jackson collapsed like a man of cards, fluttering to the deck, writhing and squirming. Blood sputtered from his nostrils, and he groaned: a dull animal sound that brought half a dozen onlookers, including Herman. Billy just stood above the fallen man, amazed by his own ferocity. He had not realized he possessed such strength and felt oddly pleased by his performance, though horror competed with pleasure for pride of place. A few other hands swarmed, in aid of Jackson, helping him to sit.

“The bloody fool,” Jackson cried, glaring up at Billy. “I’ll have you in chains. You have no right!”

The captain got wind of the incident, and he called Billy on the carpet in his cabin. Herman could not persuade his friend to reveal what the captain said, yet it was evident that Billy had been devastated by the conversation, as he seemed crestfallen. Herman guessed that his friend had not dared to explain to the captain exactly why he had taken a vicious swing at Jackson, although it was hardly uncommon for men aboard ship to get into fights.

Herman took it upon himself to call on the captain one afternoon, when he should have been sleeping in forecastle, catching up after a long morning watch.

“What you be wanting, Hermia?” Captain Brown asked, opening the door to his cabin only a foot, leaning forward. His face was inexpressive, immovable. A narrow slant of light fired his beard with a reddish tint.

“I would like to have a word about Billy Hamilton, sir … if I could.”

The captain opened the door wide for Herman and listened as he launched into an explanation of sorts: Jackson had been tormenting young Billy. He confessed that he himself had urged Billy to take a swing at the man if he approached him in ways that could not be countenanced. Herman was in the midst of this oration when, with terrible force, the captain seized his throat with a rough hand, digging his nails into the skin.

“Do not speak to me so!” he said. “How dare coming to my cabin, boy, and to say this?”

Herman found himself outside the cabin, the door having been slammed and bolted. He was trembling, and his neck burned. Had the captain not understood that he was the son of a gentleman? Was there not some base level of camaraderie among a certain class in America, those who ran the engines of commerce and government, who commanded the military, who presided over the workings of the nation? Apparently this captain of a lowly packet ship—a Swede to boot, with the pretension of an English name—had failed to register this important lesson.

It was an otherwise pleasant crossing for Herman, as he had few expectations. Everything was new and fresh, inviting. Indeed, Liverpool arrived in what seemed a blink, vastly reducing the workload of the seamen. The task of unloading bales of cotton stored in cargo belonged to others, leaving little to do aboard ship. At daylight, all hands appeared on deck, which they duly scrubbed. They swept out the moldy corn and droppings in the chicken coops, cleaned the pigpens, patched sails, or worked in the rigging. They shifted barrels of oakum that were used for caulking. The shockingly slow pace pleased Herman, who worked beside Billy most days. The officers remained unobtrusive figures who appeared and disappeared but said almost nothing. At the appointed hour, most sailors poured ashore, a great wave of men with a little cash in their pockets to buy a cheap meal, a plug of tobacco, perhaps a whore. Herman had heard the men whisper about the dark passages of Booble Alley, where tarts might bare a breast in some shadowy doorway or call from a high window.

The whole teeming city was theirs to inhabit as best they could.

Billy and H.M. had no money to spare, so they walked the elaborate docks of Liverpool. H.M. had never seen such structures as these, which had recently transformed this city into a major port, a destination for cargo and passenger ships alike. “Surrounded by its broad belt of masonry,” wrote Herman in his journal, “each Liverpool dock is a walled town, full of life and commotion; or rather, it is a small archipelago, an epitome of the world, where all the nations of Christendom, and even those of Heathendom, are represented. And here the ships are comfortably housed and provided for—sheltered from all weathers and secured from all calamities.”

Here, as he observed, were the Clarence, Waterloo, Trafalgar, and Victoria docks, each of them crammed with ships from around the globe. Most impressive was the Princes Dock, occupying some eleven acres of iron-gray water. There was also the Customs Dock, reminiscent of the one his paternal grandfather—a hero of the Boston Tea Party—had administered in Boston at the behest of a succession of presidents.

One Saturday Herman and Billy joined several of their shipmates to view a curious exhibition of sorts. A whaler in dock, the Priscilla, allowed visitors aboard to view a bizarre spectacle: a sword-fish had mistaken the ship for a whale, its natural enemy and competitor. It had rammed the hull with such force that its bony blade pierced through successive layers of copper, larch, and oak, coming clean to the other side—a matter of more than eighteen inches of penetration. The primal energies of this creature obsessed Herman for days; he marveled at the wild impulse of this tremendous fish, its compulsion to drive its spirit into the depths of matter.

He had always been a walker, and now he roamed the dank streets of Liverpool with Billy or, much like his father twenty years before, alone. He strolled along the Mersey, observing the river’s metallic surface, a sheet of foil torn by the occasional barge. He stalked the Leeds and Liverpool Canal, and thought about his recent (and brief) spell as a surveyor of canals in upstate New York: another attempt at a career that didn’t quite pan out. Often he just hovered by the docks to listen idly to preachers who railed against the sins of man to crowds of bored seamen. They conjured terrible images of the forked flames of hell, which awaited all who refused to acknowledge the way, the truth, and the life.

“All we like sheep have gone astray,” Herman muttered to himself, recalling a phrase from Isaiah that he had memorized as a child. Guilt coursed through his body, as he rehearsed the wickedness of his thoughts, thanking God that nobody else could listen to the thoughts of another. His dreams, however lurid, remained in the silent depths of his brain, unexposed to the world at large.

He rambled in the oily passages and alleyways of this city with growing revulsion, and one day within the honeycomb of a street called Lancelot’s Hey heard a small catlike voice that rose amid the rubble of a former warehouse. At first Herman thought he’d imagined the forlorn cry. But the voice came again, luring him down a set of stone stairs to a pit where in one dismal, reeking corner he found a broken madonna. She suckled two scrawny infants: one hung from each empty breast, and the woman’s head was bowed as she wailed, moaned, or wheezed—the sound hardly fit any human description. One of the infants glanced up, as if searching for Herman’s gaze, then closed its eyes again. The woman herself made an effort to lift her head, glancing at her appalled visitor briefly, without expression, before lowering her gaze.

“I’ll find help,” he said.

Returning to the brighter world he accosted a policeman, who merely shrugged. It clearly annoyed him that anyone should seek him out on such a topic. “That is not my street, sir,” he said. “Not a bit.” Then he questioned the young sailor: “Are you not a Yank, man? I can tell by your talk. Get back to whatever ship is yours, then. Go where you came from.”

Herman shook his head. He went in search of food and drink, returning with a pail of milk and a loaf of bread—gifts from a young kitchen maid who worked in a boardinghouse near the docks. He bent to the poor mother, giving a sip or two of milk to one of the infants; the other refused, clenching its jaws as tightly as its eyes. It had obviously given up on the prospects of life. The mother said nothing, although she opened her mouth for a crumb of bread, which Herman laid on her tongue. He tried to give her milk, but she pressed her lips together tightly and refused anything additional. Her fate, it seemed, was sealed. So Herman left the bread and milk beside this sad tableau, aware that nourishment was not the issue here, in this rank cellar hole where hope itself had taken flight.

He recalled a phrase in a poem by Robert Burns, about man’s inhumanity to man, with its final stanza emblazoned in his mind:


O Death! the poor man’s dearest friend,
The kindest and the best!
Welcome the hour my aged limbs
Are laid with thee at rest!
The great, the wealthy fear thy blow,
From pomp and pleasure torn,
But, oh! a blest relief for those
That weary-laden mourn!



Herman thought about this wretched woman and her infants: these abandoned scraps of human life. If we could actually comprehend the truth of what happened daily in the dark streets of New York or Liverpool, London or Calcutta, we should never sleep again, he decided. It would hurt too much to know about these things.

A few days later, having slept fitfully since his last visit, H.M. returned to the vault, lured by curiosity more than any wish to provide further help. Descending into the cave he found the mother and her infants gone, erased altogether from the picture. Quicklime glistened in the spot where they had knelt, and the air stank of death, though the bodies themselves had been removed by the authorities. They had finally done something, being aware you could not leave corpses rotting, not even in this unofficial chamber of torture. Disease could spread rapidly from mounds of decomposing flesh, and modern hygiene required disinfection. This was the nineteenth century, after all, not the Middle Ages.

A while later, H.M. sat in the Peacock, a clamorous and steamy alehouse by the docks, with a glass in hand, attempting to console himself as best he could. He could hear above the crowd a piping English voice belonging to a handsome gentleman, perhaps in his mid-twenties, who spoke loudly of his wish to visit the United States, which he called “a beacon, a fine nation.” This assertion met with some resistance, but he would have none of what he called “their grudge against a real democracy.” He was a good-looking young man: his hands were milky and soft, the nails clean and clipped. He had no beard or mustache, a pale complexion. His expensively tailored wardrobe included a colorful waistcoat and a high white collar. One did not see many young men of his class or comportment within sight or sound of the docks, with their network of cellars, sinks, and hovels. Most of the fellows in the Peacock wore canvas trousers, had scruffy cheeks, and smelled of months at sea, a ripe odor resulting from a lack of hot water and soap. A fair number spoke no English.

“So you wish to visit my country,” H.M. said, appearing at the man’s elbow.

“And who might you be?”

“Call me what you please, but the name is Melville.”

“I say, Mudville. Are you from New York, then?”

“You’re an intuitive fellow,” Herman said. He had seen Gansevoort adopt such an outgoing manner in public, but he usually held back. “I’m from Manhattan, yes. As was my father before me—may he rest in peace.”

The gentleman introduced himself as Harry Crawford, and before long he and Herman took off together along the quay for a breath of night air, as it was difficult to hear above the din. Crawford had a good deal of capital at his disposal, he explained oddly and without prompting from Herman.

“And what might be the source of this income?” H.M. asked.

“Pater was a clever man,” Harry said. “Made his bundle in the wool trade. We lived in fair style in Kent until, alas, a mysterious ailment overtook him, a liverish thing. Died in a matter of weeks. A bit much for old Mater, I must say. She followed him up the old pillar as well, or down the slide. Left me a poor orphaned boy at sixteen. I’ve been trying, without luck, to exhaust my fortune for the past six or seven years.”

It seemed obvious that Crawford had recited these details countless times, perfecting the tone of dismissal, even derision. H.M. found it all quite amusing.

In Harry Crawford’s company, over the next day or two, Herman discovered the pleasures of Dale Street, in the center of Liverpool, with its colorful tea shops and brightly lit establishments that sold everything from drapery and linen to fine bone china and silverware. At one point Harry treated his new American friend to a broad English fedora and a tweed jacket “from the Yorkshire dales,” as well as a pair of twill trousers and solid English brogues. He would have sprung for a frock coat, but this seemed more than Herman could bear.

“I can’t wear these clothes at sea,” H.M. explained.

“Not to worry, old man,” said Harry, in his lofty manner. “I am whisking you to London for a few days, and you will look the part in Piccadilly. Yes, indeed!”

H.M. noted that Captain Brown was not likely to give permission for him to abandon his post for such an excursion. Even though work on the St. Lawrence had almost ceased, he still spent much of the day aboard ship, occupying himself with mundane chores such as weaving rope yarn for lashing or creating hemp collars for shrouds. It astonished him how many arts and crafts an ordinary jack-tar must learn, being part weaver, part carpenter or blacksmith or sailmaker. He had, in fact, learned rather superficially how to use a range of specialized tools, including serving mallets, toggles, prickers, marlin spikes, and heavers: instruments that an experienced sailor kept in a canvas bag, preferring his own tools to those provided by the ship.

“I’m not unfamiliar with the seaman’s life,” Harry said. “I’ve reefed a topsail myself, aye,” he claimed, without elaboration. “Your captain will not miss you. Trust me, my dear.” If worse came to worst, Harry boasted, he would personally escort his new friend back to New York, paying for his passage. He had been planning such a venture in any case, and this might provide the ideal occasion. “You would make an excellent guide. A companion, too, as all gentlemen require one.”

“A gentleman’s gentleman,” H.M. said.

“That’s right, old boy.”

The offer being too good to refuse, H.M. explained to Billy Hamilton that he would take “French leave,” as sailors called it: disappearing for a few days, without telling anyone. “Cover for me, Billy,” he said in a low conspiratorial voice. Billy nodded, saying that Herman needn’t worry. Half the crew had already lost themselves in the brothels and pubs of Liverpool, and some would never again fetch up aboard ship—any ship.

Herman might never again make the journey to England, and this chance to see the glorious dome of St. Paul’s and the enticements of the Strand could not be missed. So he packed a canvas bag and met up with Harry Crawford for a large breakfast of buttery porridge, the eggs of gulls and partridges, and sides of streaky bacon at the Peacock before they took the morning train for London.

From the perspective of a smoke-filled compartment, H.M. witnessed a pageant of rural England: the spreading oak and laurel trees, the copper beeches, the luxurious green meadows that sequestered puff clouds of grazing sheep, villages with thatched cottages, the ubiquitous churches and rectories with adjacent glebes and drooling cows. Moving at a speed that astonished Herman, they passed several Georgian country houses of surpassing elegance, and one or two castles with crenellated towers and impregnable walls. The wheezing engine drew them forward through tunnels, along narrow bridges over flashing rivers, through moorlands, swales, and dense primeval forests. This was, to be sure, the land of Mr. Pickwick, with its Tudor country pubs and village greens, coaches piled high with trunks and cases, with odd travelers afoot on gravel lanes and byways.

Glimpse after glimpse of life arrested Herman’s attention, stirred his fantasies. At one point, for instance, he noticed a doctor and a priest in long black coats running across a close-cropped green lawn to the door of a lonely thatched cottage, and he could only imagine what sad scene awaited their attendance. H.M. closed his eyes, leaned back into the horsehair seat, stretched his legs. The cabin reeked of steam and smuts of coal dust, even with the windows shut.

“You’re dreaming,” said Harry, wistfully. “That’s wonderful. Dream on, dear boy.”

They arrived, under cover of darkness, at Euston, and spent the night in a tawdry but inexpensive tavern on the edge of the West End, sharing a bed overlooking a mews, where the braying of an old mule below the window kept Herman awake through much of the night, as did the heavy breathing of Harry, who slept with an arm over Herman’s chest, a cheek nudging his shoulder.

At dawn, he heard the clattering of hooves over cobble, the shouting maids in the hallway. A Cockney sparrow on the windowsill sang itself out.

Setting off by himself after breakfast, Herman walked among the throngs in Piccadilly and Green Park, where the town houses of the rich amazed him with their self-evident splendor. He followed the rush of Pall Mall into the vast urban pocket of Trafalgar Square, where he paused to admire the National Gallery, completed only a year before. Finely dressed ladies moved about in their sleek cabriolets, and at one point an equipage drew by with a retinue of liveried servants holding on to their hats. Herman could not see its occupant, as the curtains were drawn, and wondered who could afford such opulent transport: perhaps a duke or duchess, even the prime minister himself.

He slipped behind the dark columns of St. Martin-in-the Fields to the Strand, where he found a motley crew of whores and beggars, pickpockets, ruffians, and rakes. The wind spun bits of paper in the street as H.M. stood on the pavement, his arms crossed, deep in meditation.

A light hansom pulled up at the curb, and—to Herman’s astonishment—the voice of Harry Crawford called out, “Mudville, ahoy!” He waved his friend into the fly. “Enough of walking,” he said, and off they went, skidding around corners, plunging through opulent leafy squares, passing churches and monuments, skirting the edge of the Thames. “And there is your St. Paul’s,” said Harry, gesturing toward the giant dome, not unlike a wildly overblown robin’s egg. John Milton was born nearby, H.M. recalled; indeed, the blind poet had spent his last days in genteel poverty here, in Artillery Walk, the greatest poet of the age in permanent exile within his own country, the lines of Paradise Lost or Samson Agonistes throbbing in his head.

“You’re a dreamy fellow,” said Harry.

Herman had grown tired of people calling him dreamy, and grunted.

At Harry’s command, the cab skidded to a halt in Carter Lane, where rats the size of small cats picked at scraps—peelings and pigeon bones—dumped at the bottom of a drainpipe. “Here’s a decent tavern,” he said, as the driver opened a trap for payment. The horse brayed, impatient to get moving again, with or without customers. “I dare say, you’ll like the Old Bell.”

“A drink would suit me,” said Herman, the same man who had signed a temperance pledge only three months ago. Then again, this was another country.

Afternoon deepened into dusk, and soon a vaguely tipsy H.M. followed his friend into a wilderness of West End streets, coming to rest at a private club buried at the end of an obscure alley, where a clatter of raindrops came like a cavalry charging over the rooftop tiles. Herman drew up his collar.

A keeper at the gate recognized Harry Crawford and beamed, saying, “Good evening, sir. How good to see you!” Harry slipped a shilling into his open palm, and H.M. followed his friend into the large front hall, where gentlemen sat in clusters, smoking and drinking, playing cards. The room glowed yellow in gaslight, with oak doors that opened onto gaming tables or corridors that led deeper into the labyrinth. Herman had never seen the likes of this establishment before: the slick tessellated floor, the burnished marble on the walls, red and green velvet couches with elaborately brocaded cushions, a sense of Oriental decadence permeating the scented air. Nothing in the exterior of this establishment would have prepared a passerby for these interior delights.

As they strolled into a cozy antechamber, they were offered glasses of brandy on silver trays. Rouge-cheeked women winked from corners. On the walls were frescoes of a kind that startled H.M., who had thus far acquired no direct experience of the revelry depicted in such an explicit manner. On one panel, for instance, young boys cavorted with Roman nobility beside a spurting fountain. On another were white breasts and pink buttocks in profusion, with a variety of young women in various states of undress. Harry appeared taken by the attentions of a particular woman, whom he obviously
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