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	In the 19th century the sailing ship Mary Celeste was found drifting in the middle of the ocean by a passing vessel. She was not damaged nor was her valuable cargo disturbed. Her crew, however, including the captain, his wife, and their young daughter had all vanished without a trace.

	 

	The mystery of the Mary Celeste has never been solved.

	 

	Until now.
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	1832

	 

	A


	 cold rain stung the lookout’s cheeks as gale-driven spindrift flooded his weary eyes. The young sailor’s frozen hands clung precariously to the mast peak of the British ship Halifax as it rocked violently in a confused sea of massive, white-whipped breaking waves. Max Hardy glanced at the ratlines below him hoping to see his replacement climbing up; he wished to be safely 150 feet below in his warm berth.

	Suddenly a glimpse of white emerged from the low-hanging clouds. Was that a sail looming a mere 500 feet ahead? Max could not discern a defined shape as the apparition disappeared into the rain. Was it a ship hurtling toward Halifax or did his eyes play tricks? Max stared toward the vague spot where the threat might reappear. A strong burst of wind parted the clouds momentarily he blinked twice and swiped streaming water from his eyes. There! Where at first a Leviathan appeared to rise from the deep, a black hull emerged bearing down on Halifax as if running from a rabid pursuer.

	“On deck! Larboard bow—a ship!” bellowed the youth.

	Lurching closer the encroaching vessel came, wild and unkempt: her sails shredded, her rigging drooping in tangled heaps. Lying dangerously low in the water, her hull crashed into the gray waves like an overburdened packhorse struggling for one last step. Her deck was awash with green seawater. But at the wheel, climbing her shrouds, or manning her sheets and halyards he saw not a single crewman. 

	“Sail-ho!” the lad screamed. “She’s on top of us!” Why wasn’t Halifax turning away? 

	The young seaman scanned the deck far below. At his warnings the watch had burst into confused activity. The first mate made quick calculations how best to escape and called for the captain. Others who rushed to the alarm from dreary sleep waited for commands. Through the flying white water and a steady rain, every man aboard recognized the impending danger of two ships on a collision course. The tense crew hung on the ship’s larboard rail. Commands to avoid catastrophe had not been given and the men stared hard at the captain when at last he climbed on deck. 

	A burly middle-aged man with a loose, white beard covering his neck like a scarf, stood the captain. His stout frame was wrapped in a sealskin coat, his ancient cap pulled tight to the howl of the night. He looked up, over, and astern. In over 40 years at sea, Captain James Breton had rarely been so utterly undecided. 

	Peering through a brass telescope, Captain Breton made a cursory sweep of the ocean. He confirmed the crew’s apprehension was not misplaced superstition. Nor was the lookout’s warning drunken incompetence. Max had called it right. But how was this possible? Another ship sailing at Halifax in mid-damn-ocean? Had the other’s lookout not seen Halifax? Captain Breton noted his taut storm sails were about to split. But if he did not change course immediately the hard-charging phantom ship would ram Halifax amidships. Yet if he turned away too sharply Halifax would fall off to leeward and founder as colossal waves broke over her beam end and she must go down. A row of men looked to him: turn away or attempt to cross the stranger’s bow? If I choose wrong, I and thirty-two men will perish.

	“Any sign of crew?” Captain Breton cried to the man aloft through calloused, cupped hands. Even during wars in His Majesty’s service, he had never asked such a fateful question. 

	Thankfully, his lookout answered with conviction. “None, Sir!” 

	An unmanned ship will stay her course, reasoned Captain Breton.

	“We shall wear ship! Helm-down! Loosen fore stay’sls and hoist the flying jib.” Halifax began a sharp turn away from steep waves breaking against the gunnels. The ship risked capsizing, but Breton had no choice.

	“Captain, we’ll lose the jib,” complained the first mate.

	“Damn it—DO IT!”

	The crew jumped. Captain Breton timed his maneuver so that as Halifax rose on the crest of a breaking wave, the three helmsmen turned the wheel and Halifax slid down the backside. Rising from a trough her bow shot airborne and crashed hard, buried deep into green, cold ocean water. Men on deck clung to lines and tackle. Only a web of storm netting strung along the bulwarks protected men not holding fast from going over the side.

	Staring intently to larboard Breton’s hopes rose. The ghost ship remained on a steady course as Halifax turned away. But will we clear her bow? He tried to gauge the speed of the two intersecting ships: no, Halifax needed more separation—he must find additional speed. Again, the captain looked up, back, and around, as his bushy head jerked about on weary shoulders. Damn it! We don’t have room. The two ships closed.

	“Raise the spanker! All hands hoist—NOW!” As he watched the crew raise the gaff and the expansive sail catch a gust, he felt as powerless as a trapped mackerel dangling from a finely barbed hook. 

	The crew got the spanker up and its sheet trimmed the same moment a wave pushed Halifax far over onto her starboard side. Her lower spar tips sliced through the roiling water; terrified men clung to masts and rails. For a moment outside of time the ship creaked and wallowed. 

	If a breaking wave crests now, we’ll go over for certain, the captain thought. “Ease spanker sheets!” he bellowed. The ship slowed with his desperate command. Her long keel caught undisturbed, solid water and righted. The next roller in the sequence caught her stern square, her bow down. Halifax made the turn.

	A moment before the encroaching ship had been aimed at Halifax amidships. After Captain Breton’s desperate turn down and away, her bow now pointed at Halifax’s aft quarter where only the captain and three hearty men at the wheel remained. The two ships continued to close: one driving fast downwind, the other turning hard away, and only a scant 100 feet apart. Breton glanced over his shoulder at the waves to his right. He convinced himself the swells looked smaller than a moment before.

	“Helm-down, twenty degrees! Quickly—more ease on the spanker sheets!” He planned to turn the ship away from the wind at an even deeper angle, gain speed driven by the seas and propel the ship to safety if her hatches held and she remained upright. Wind, waves, and the momentum from their new direction should create a narrow gap between the two hulls.

	Suddenly the stranger’s jib boom snagged a line attached to a mizzen spar run through a double block at Halifax’s stern. The captain grabbed a ready ax and swung with all his strength. In two angry strokes he severed the line. Halifax staggered momentarily yet continued her escape down the next wave’s backside. Miraculously the two hulls, only 30 feet apart, did not crash together. Instead, the mystery ship silently slipped past Halifax’s stern. Breton would have cursed their people, had any stood on deck. But the passing ship appeared as empty of life as a forgotten graveyard in an abandoned village.

	Captain Breton bent over and inhaled great gulps of air. He did not care men standing nearest him on the quarterdeck had witnessed their famously heartless captain’s moment of fear. Halifax was improbably safe and could continue on her former course. His eyes, however, remained locked on the passing ship. His emotions veered from his initial terror to a loathing of her people. Quickly however, greed triumphed. Although unmanned, the dead ship appeared seaworthy, sailing to its doom without witnesses. He had come close to death many times before when cannon spat hot fire and jagged splinters had ripped through his thighs. But the pain of battle paled compared to the terror of the unknown. Despite the wind whistling through the ship’s rigging like tensioned harp strings, the nearing dawn and lifting sky to the west heralded a quiet day ahead. The noises of the passing gale sounded to the old naval officer like the echo from a sea-battle’s last furtive shot. Not a man spoke.

	Captain James Breton of the East India Company merchant ship Halifax had embarked from Antigua two weeks earlier bound for London. A Dutch schooner encountered after three days of sailing NNE warned him to watch for Tripoli raiders southwest of the Azores. Had these raiders captured this ship and then abandoned it? Wars on the Continent were over. Bonaparte long dead. Privateers no longer hunting enemy merchant ships had been repurposed for the prosperous, illegal triangular trade and would likely ignore defenseless brigs like Halifax transporting only copper nails from Massachusetts, West Indies fruit, and raw Georgia cotton. So, what happened to this ship? Breton watched as she slid past his stern about to disappear. 

	The stranger was brig-rigged: two masts with every sail hoisted, ripped, and useless. What careless master kept his sails full with a storm approaching? Breton’s glass had dropped for two days running; every ship in the mid-Atlantic knew a SW blow approached. He watched as the ghost ship sailed down the steep waves. Her bow disappeared into foam then breached like a humpback as torrents of cold white water washed over her decks, through the scuppers and returned to the sea. Without crew working sheets and braces and no one at her wheel the ship ran feral before the wind. He noted her deck hatches were torn open; sea water would eventually fill the hold and sink her.

	After the phantom cleared Halifax’s stern Captain Breton turned his focus to other possibilities. 

	“Mr. Levy, drop the spanker.  We shall come about.” 

	His crew jumped to trim two storm sails as her wheel spun. Halifax followed the stranger. When the winds abate, we’ll board her. For an hour the two ships wallowed a few hundred feet apart. Halifax struggled to sail slower while the other vessel fought to stay afloat. She was so low in the water Breton feared she would go down before they could board.

	“Captain, if no one’s at her pumps she can’t live long…” First mate Levy offered the unnecessary observation every man was thinking. Breton growled.

	Halifax’s third watch ended. Tired men were piped to a cold morning meal of water-soaked hardtack, bacon, and ale. As the fog began to dissipate the sun broke through. The crew revived with full stomachs anticipated the possibility of filling their pockets on account of this unusual discovery. The gale hurried east. The waves, however, remained large: green, heavy rollers formed one thousand miles away in the western North Atlantic. Soon the winds would turn NNE and the seas calm as the day warmed in the late-summer sun.

	The captain gave new orders: put Halifax close alongside the stranger.

	Was it disease or pirates, Breton wondered? It did not matter; her people were certainly dead. And James Breton, with an unexpected opportunity to claim an abandoned merchant ship—an extraordinarily valuable prize—was not about to forfeit a fortune worrying about those unfortunates. Yet he feared unknown dangers might lurk aboard the strange brig; perhaps a dying defender or a stranded pirate lay wounded, armed with a musket. Or the ship carried the rampant cholera plague. Breton assembled a small boarding party and warned his boys not to touch any bodies, living or dead.

	“Flags, Mr. Levy?” he asked his cautious but competent first mate. Once a midshipman in the King’s Navy who failed his Lieutenant’s examination, Stephen Levy had followed his former captain through 20 years of peacetime voyages in the mundane merchant service. There they had plied the West Indies trade aboard slovenly ships such as Halifax, vessels fat and high in their stern, straight at their prow, and prone to wobbling in even moderate seas; in a storm she was hard to handle, even worse for those suffering below deck in dark, airless, and cramped spaces. Halifax was an ancient ship of 500 tons, three masts, and 37 crewmen hailing from as many different countries as she had made landfall. 

	“Remnants only, Captain. American I believe,” the first mate guessed.

	“We shall have a look. Mr. Levy, arm yourself. Sammy, take two men with me. Lower the gig.” To the helm he ordered, “Hove-to!” He raised his large head, craned his bushy neck, and with cupped hands blasted a commendation to the lookout who had saved the ship, “Mr. Hardy, an extra tot of rum for ‘ya tonight—but holler if you see any sails!” Breton did not want witnesses.

	Every man on Halifax understood a ship that discovered a derelict vessel at sea could come to own her outright. Despite how the abandoned ship’s crew met their death (likely disease was the deck’s conjecture) Halifax’s crew were of the same mind as their captain: boarding and taking the ghost ship was worth any risk. Life at sea was hard and every man aboard dreamed of a cottage or a tavern ashore. Absconding with someone else’s hard-earned wealth was a tradition each man of Halifax would welcome if given the opportunity. On rocky coasts, organized gangs scouted storm-wrecks tossed on a lee shore, combed over debris thrown onto reefs and rocks, and scavenged cargo scattered along isolated beaches. Other more despicable mooncussers took it further and lit false beacons to lure ships desperately searching for a safe harbor to a rocky death on a black night. But out in open ocean, to come upon an abandoned, seaworthy vessel was as rare a discovery as catching an albatross with a butterfly net. Halifax’s crew could claim a prize more valuable than wages from 50 long ocean voyages. Each sailor would receive a percentage of her auction price—enough to buy a comfortable retirement ashore or a month of gambling, drinking, and debauchery in port. Either way, this abandoned ship if successfully salvaged, returned to a European port, and sold at auction, would transform their squalid lives. And so, the crew watched with special care as Levy and three able-bodies rowed the ship’s 20-foot longboat across heavy seas to the wallowing brig. If the boarding party met armed resistance, every Halifax man was prepared to defend their captain with pikes, axes, pistols, and knives. Like their British captain, many in the crew were seasoned former Royal Navy men hungry for prize money, hard seamen willing to risk dying in the taking. They had learned to turn a Nelsonian blind eye to the necessary means applied. 

	Keen to understand the mysterious cause of their good fortune, the men aboard the drenched longboat finally reached the abandoned ship’s sides. First to board, Sammy leaned over and read the tidy scroll below the stern rail. 

	“Mary Celeste. Rochester,” he yelled. 

	Captain Breton nodded. Some Yankee bastard will be missing her. Climbing aboard he sniffed at a stale odor. It surprised him. He had expected the stench of decay. “Mr. Levy, you and Sammy go below forward. Find something.”

	Levy gulped, tightened his grip on his pistol, and descended a steep hatch ladder. Near the wheel, Captain Breton cautiously stepped down a companion ladder leading aft to the master’s quarters. There in a tight, tidy cabin he was astonished at what he found: on the captain’s table sat a scattered dinner set with three plates of expensive china, silver spoons, and a tureen. Three heavy cups and a serving ladle lay on the table along its protective lip. A pot of dead flies and weevils revealed remnants of what had been a hearty broth of summer vegetables. Dried scraps of ribs from a pig clung to the plates of fine Staffordshire porcelain, now chipped and cracked from the storm’s violence. Breton was forced to admit this Yankee scoundrel set a respectable table. Whatever had taken place on this ship interrupted the end of a bountiful meal. Was the food poisoned? He looked around the cabin, carefully inspecting the cots and cupboards. If so, where are their bodies? In the small, dark cabin, Captain Breton picked up a plate and sniffed—the food was old but not rank. He smelled a spilled mug: hops still pungent though stale. The setting divulged no signs of violence, discharged guns, bloody knives, wrecked furniture, or broken bottles. There were no blood stains on the floor. The people here had calmly interrupted their meal and then, for unfathomable reasons, abandoned ship. He noted a panel oil painting on the cabin wall: “Emma Briggs” was inscribed in the gold-tinted frame, below the frame the word “Mary”. He recalled the name of a privateering ship he had chased for months during the largely forgotten war with America in 1814: a fast brig named Rattlesnake, owned by a slave trader whose daughter’s beauty was only overshadowed by her cunning. She had married a clever and ambitious privateer officer and together built a great trading firm. In Rochester. The husband’s name was Briggs. Mr. and Mrs. Briggs, mused Breton, have somehow gone missing from their fine ship. Breton climbed back to the deck. He examined Mary Celeste’s ravaged sails and ruptured running rigging. His first mate reappeared at about the same time. 

	“Mr. Levy, get five more boys over here and take down what’s left of her sails. Hoist a working jib and a mains’l then hove-to in case the wind picks up. Put Sammy on her wheel and set a fore-staysail for steerage. Keep close abeam Halifax.” 

	Stephen Levy was surprised Captain Breton did not ask what he had discovered forward.

	“Nothing unusual below, Captain. Cots all empty and a mid-day meal was left all about. No one down there. No bodies neither. Only rats and a few angry cats.”

	Fever? Captain Breton thought, barely listening. Cholera, malaria, or dengue followed by madness? Did they jump overboard? He knelt on the deck and inspected what might be blood. Murdered? Was there a battle with North African corsairs? Or a mutiny? If so, what happened to the mutineers? He saw no evidence the crew of Mary Celeste had been sick. The people ate a customary meal and then abandoned a perfectly sound ship.

	“Captain, the hold’s full,” Mr. Levy continued, “…casks of oils and vinegars, spices, molasses, saltpeter, barrels of alcohol, and sugar. A strange smell, sir. Reminds me of spirits but nothing’s been disturbed. A few casks leaked. She’s got four feet in the bilge. We’ll need to man her pumps…”

	The brig Mary Celeste appeared a seaworthy vessel in good repair, of recent build, carrying valuable cargo, but neither living souls nor rotting corpses remained. Captain Breton walked aft and looked at her wake. He wondered if he should retrace Mary Celeste’s course and look northeast for signs of her crew, perhaps captive on another ship. But Halifax had not sighted any other sails during the last two watches; no ships had passed from south or west. After quickly figuring the value of the cargo and the ship he decided against searching for her possible owners. He remembered his painful losses in ‘14 against these Yankee scum; he felt disinclined to solve a mystery or rescue these imprudent people. In the vastness of the Atlantic Ocean a missing crew certainly meant a dead crew. He would sail the two ships for the nearest port—the Azores—and claim her as salvage. His petition would go to a court in London. He was confident the British court would rule for an ex-Naval captain whose ignoble fall should not erase 20 years of bloody service fighting for the King.

	After many violent years of war, followed by unemployment ashore coupled with the loss of the family estate to taxes, Captain James Breton was left without family when his only kin had been killed before his eyes by an American privateer in the year ‘14. Suddenly presented with a path to remake his fortune, he could also restore his name. As he paused to savor the moment, he absently gazed toward Mary Celeste’s stern davits and noted something curious he had missed. The empty, sterile scene on her deck had provided an incomplete puzzle. But now he had one possible piece, and he could fill in the rest. Captain Breton decided against the action a more curious man would take and climbed back into the longboat for the short row back to Halifax.

	“The damned fools,” he muttered in disbelief. 
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	Rochester Village, Massachusetts. Briggs and Sons Shipyard.

	 

	A


	 sharp crack broke through the morning’s quiet and echoed against the work sheds. To Alex Briggs it sounded like a musket fired over a saltmarsh although he suspected the cause. He heard men screaming in pain from inside the work-shed where he had toiled earlier in the morning. Damn it⎯the jack-stands. Alex sprinted through the wide sliding doors and saw the stands supporting a heavy, 32-foot workboat had collapsed, no match for its massive weight. Three men caulking its seams with cotton and hammers were trapped beneath.

	Two of the men screamed for someone to lift the boat off their legs, one hideously bent backwards, its snapped bones protruding through heavy overalls. Pools of blood darkened the dirt floor. A third man struggled to free his neck caught under the gunnels: his face hidden, his cries for help fading. His powerful arms pushed pitilessly against gravity’s onslaught in a futile effort to free himself.

	“What happened?” Hal Pierson yelled as he ran into the shed close behind Alex. “Thomas Larkin—Shed Six, bring men! Fast! Now! You, Briggs! Run yonder to Shed Four!”

	Alex saw only one of three jack-stands holding the boat remained upright supporting the stern. If it too collapsed the three trapped men would be crushed with the boat’s full weight. As he ran toward the injured men, he heard another sharp crack. The workboat teetered.

	“We don’t have time Hal!” cried Alex. “We need to raise the boat before the stand snaps!”

	“I’m in charge! Do what I say—run, get more men!”

	“I’ll rig a hoist!” He scurried off ignoring the shed-boss. Alex knew every inch of these buildings he had been exploring since he was a small boy. “They’ll bleed to death while we argue!” He shouted over his shoulder.

	Hal stared at the owner’s obdurate son, a fair-haired troublemaker, not fully grown, but too big and strong for him to bully like the other young workers.

	Glancing up at the oak beams supporting the shed’s roof, Alex Briggs ordered, “Block and tackle there!” Feeling a queasy burp in his stomach he hesitated for a moment but recovered in time. Alex preferred to stay on the ground while on land, on the deck while at sea. He pointed to two workers who had scrambled into the shed. “Give me a stout line, no five-eighths, hanging up yonder. Quick now!” He directed the workers to run the line under and around the fallen boat while he rigged a hoist with two pulleys to the roof beam—a six-to-one purchase. Was it enough? Alex grabbed the rope’s bitter end and scrambled up the seams in the rough-hewn timber walls. He tied a sailor’s bowline around a cross beam while hanging from it supported by a bent arm as if furling a sail on one of his father’s ships. “Heave!” he shouted. 

	The two men pulled on the hoist and the collapsed boat moved—but not enough. The worker whose head was caught continued to bleed and choke, a jagged splinter protruding from his neck. Alex heard him gag. He needed more men to heave or an additional block and tackle. He dropped to the floor and grabbed two more blocks to connect to the hoist, but the ropes did not reach each other—short by two inches! Damn!

	“Help me!” Alex cried, nearly defeated by the small miscalculation. 

	The two struggling workers who held the entire weight of the half-raised workboat began to falter. Hal Pearson stood imperiously and watched Alex Briggs attempt to tie the ropes. Owner’s son. So sure of yourself. He remembered the scorn Alex had leveled at him earlier in the week correcting him in front of the yard manager. Hal enjoyed watching Alex panic now indifferent to the suffering of his own men.

	A third yardman ran into the shed. Seeing the untenable situation, he intuitively heaved on the tensioned line attached to the boat giving Alex enough slack to tie a simple hitch to secure the two sets of blocks. The rescuers armed with a 12-to-one purchase—five times the lifting power—bent to the task.

	“Heave!” Alex screamed, “Again!” He and three men pulled.

	The workboat rose a foot off the ground. Hal, shamed by his earlier inaction, finally took hold of the injured workers’ arms and shoulders, and slid them out. Their legs were crushed, and they stifled great sobbing bursts. However, the man whose neck was caught no longer stirred. Newly arrived rescuers gently slid the unconscious man from under the raised workboat. They wrapped shirts around his bloody neck and pressed hands to stanch the wound. A cart appeared and they rushed all three men to the village’s elderly doctor. 

	Stealing a guilty glance back at the failed stands Alex thought he should best slip away. But a younger boy, Thomas Larkin, who had helped Alex set up the stands earlier in the day, rushed into the shed followed by Mr. H.R. Sterns, the domineering yard manager of Briggs and Sons Shipyard. 

	“Why’d the stands fail, Hal? Eh?” Mr. Sterns demanded fast surveying the scene.

	“Cuz them boys used th’old stands, not the new ones like I told’em.” Hal pointed to Alex and Thomas.

	Mr. Sterns turned to the boy and the owner’s son. “That so?” He only asked the smaller boy for a confession. Thomas, an anxious lad of 16 who had never caused trouble, an honest, diligent boy, was the eldest child of a mate aboard the overdue Mary Celeste. Panicked, he looked at Mr. Sterns first and then at Alex. Neither lad spoke. “Did you set up the wrong stands?” Mr. Sterns pressed. “Out with it boy!”

	Thomas clutched his hat between bunched fingers. An answer was required, and Alex made no attempt to contribute. Like earlier in the morning when it had been easier to grab the nearby, older stands, ignoring Hal’s clear instructions to use the new ones, it was easier now to remain silent.

	“Yes, sir. A mistake an’ we know it. Won’t be doing it again sir,” Thomas Larkin replied.

	Mr. Sterns turned to a head-down Alex Briggs. “Master Briggs, you and Thomas have caused damage and broken gear. Those two men caught under got their legs hurt bad. They won’t be working for months. And the other man lost blood. I pray he’ll return after a few days of rest.”

	“I’ll work every Sunday Mr. Sterns, and make it up,” replied Thomas, shamefaced. “My mother needs my wages until my father returns with Mary Celeste.” Thomas pleaded and glanced to his older friend for support.

	Sterns could see he would get nothing more out of either boy, one too eager to bow low, the other anxious to be away. He turned his full attention on the lad he could not censure.

	“…Ah yes, Mary Celeste,” Sterns said. “Master Briggs, your brother sent me to collect you. He has news.” Sterns pointed. “He’s in your father’s office.”

	“About Celeste?” Thomas interjected. He looked at Alex for hope. Both their fathers were overdue at sea aboard the ship; they shared a common bond and a common fear.

	“Not sure,” Sterns answered honestly though somewhat absently. To Alex he continued, “Hard to read your brother, Alex. If he’s got bad news, he’s remarkably spirited…”

	Alex bounded out of the shed, glad to escape the collapsed boat, the bloody floor, and the needy looks of Thomas Larkin. Scurrying toward his father’s office like a hungry Labrador retriever, Alex Briggs jumped over stacks of blocks, tackle, and lumber, and nimbly rounded several sheds. Winded, he flew through the open door to his father’s office. Pushing a chair out of his way he slid to a stop on the polished floors. He stood before his elder brother, Ezekiel Briggs, a scant four years his senior who had commandeered their father’s desk in Captain Briggs’ absence.

	“Do we have news of Celeste… of Father… Mother?” Alex panted, leaning against the large walnut desk.

	“What was the commotion about?” Ezekiel Briggs did not bother to look up from the papers he had hastily assembled upon his brother’s frantic approach.

	“A workboat collapsed. Tell me!” Alex spat out, “What of—?”

	“And how did this calamity come to pass?” Ezekiel’s eyes rose to his brother’s face giving away nothing. 

	“The stands were old and rotted. Do we have news Ezekiel?”

	“Very well. I will speak to Mr. Sterns. We must determine who was at fault.”

	“It was no one’s fault. Damn you, brother, what about the ship?”

	“You know I do not condone vulgarity.” The brothers’ locked eyes. “Our family is not coming home,” Ezekiel finally revealed.

	“Mary Celeste? Was she found?” cried Alex nearly in tears.

	“It seems we’re orphans now.” Ezekiel answered without expression or emotion. 

	“Lost?” Alex stammered. “Or, or—?”

	“Found, actually.” 

	Alex could not believe he detected mirth in his brother’s narrow eyes. He cringed. “What word of Father and Mother? Lizzy?”

	After a moment’s hesitation, Ezekiel handed Alex a letter on brittle parchment, apparently dried after having become wet. “It came by the post moments ago from a Boston packet, just arrived from the Azores.”

	Alex grabbed it and read. The Portuguese authorities in San Miguel regretted to inform E. Brigg their flagship Mary Celeste has been found drifting in the Atlantic Ocean southwest of the Azores Islands. Her crew was not found to be on board. Whether they were alive or dead, the Portuguese did not say. If they had a theory regarding the whereabouts of Mary Celeste’s crew, they did not share it.

	Alex read the letter twice, turned it over, read it again and looked up, his eyes slightly brighter than seconds before. “It doesn’t say anything about where the crew might have gone! They could be ashore or rescued and taken aboard a passing ship. We have to find them!”

	“You think Father would abandon the ship with Mother and Lizzy on board? For no good reason forego the cargo and his strongbox—” Ezekiel stopped abruptly realizing he had said too much. His younger brother was known for his wits and might realize Ezekiel’s focus was more about what was on the ship, than who, unlikely as it must be, might have survived. Alex took his eyes off the letter and stared with disbelief at Ezekiel. Over the weeks since his father had sailed away Alex observed Ezekiel’s mood had shifted from sullen, dour, and timid, to nervous agitation. And now sitting in his father’s elegant office with imported furniture, lush Persian carpets, and vases and prints from the Far East, Ezekiel appeared unusually calm, more arrogant. If such a thing is possible after receiving such disastrous news, Ezekiel displayed neither sorrow nor surprise. “The letter says nothing about the ship’s boats. They might have rowed to shore!” suggested Alex hopefully. 

	“From the middle of the ocean? I don’t think so,” Ezekiel reasoned.

	It had stung Alex his father left him behind to suffer Ezekiel’s petty whims. How could Father insert Ezekiel as director of the shipyard when he doesn’t know a keel from a crosstree? Earlier in the morning, Ezekiel had assigned Alex the arduous task of scraping dried barnacles off a work boat’s bottom then turn it up on stands for other men to caulk and paint. Last week he had been tasked to paint a schooner’s entire topside in the late summer sun until his fair skin peeled away like old varnish. 

	Since Mary Celeste cast off her dock lines weeks earlier Alex had fought to recall Captain Briggs’ exact parting words. His father’s rushed instructions had flowed incoherently, rasped through increasingly violent fits of coughing as he uttered vague warnings and cryptic explanations of a financial calamity and a hastily arranged voyage. These strange events taking place Alex must accept without question, explanations will come. Even so, minutes later Alex’s restless brain had already forgotten most of the instructions remembering only his father’s sad eyes. The captain did not explain why his youngest son must stay behind while Alex’s mother and sister sailed with him. He recalled the handkerchiefs his mother kept discretely at hand to minister to his father’s endless bloody coughing fits through the recent hot summer nights. Yet this did not explain why his sister earned a berth on Mary Celeste while he, eight years her senior, did not. In the weeks since the Mary Celeste abruptly sailed away Alex had been indolent, ignoring his studies, hiding from his tutors, and barely finding enough energy to fish for bass migrating south in the outgoing September tides. And today he again had ignored the instructions of the feeble-minded shed-boss: old stands, new stands, what was the difference? Mere wooden jack-stands, whether old or new, were equally inadequate for the waterlogged, heavy oak workboat. It should have been careened onto its side and supported with sturdy staves and cross beams; this Alex had tried to explain to Hal Pierson who remained indifferent to the warning. 

	Alex dropped his argument, noting Ezekiel’s startled look at his younger brother’s lucid suggestion. 

	To remain useful Alex must keep his naïve hopes alive, Ezekiel thought. Mary Celeste’s crew might have somehow survived, though unlikely. Ezekiel quickly countered Alex’s optimism with affected sarcasm, “Father would not abandon ship in the middle of the ocean unless she was sinking. Obviously, Celeste didn’t sink.” 

	Alex bristled from his brother’s belittling tone and tacked when at another time he would have plowed straight ahead into a heated argument. “We need a ship, Ezekiel. What about the topsail schooner careening by South Wharf, the Thomas H.?” Alex suggested.

	“Thomas H.’s re-fit won’t be ready for weeks. Plus, we haven’t a captain in port until Harding returns with the Emma. We’ll need to wait—”

	“No, Ezekiel. We must sail on the next tide.”

	“We could hire Wasp. Captain Gant?” Ezekiel offered. His thin lips barely moved. He had heard Captain Gant’s fortunes were at an ebb these past months. Ezekiel had learned the smuggler and notorious former privateer had loaded his speedy offshore brig with rum at an inopportune time; since the spring the price of whiskey had soared instead—a cheaper shot favored by the thirsty immigrants and mill workers in Lowell, Haverhill, and Fall River. Gant had gambled wrong. He should be amenable to a charter with a guaranteed profit.

	“No,” Alex retorted angrily and stared out the window. “We must find another.”

	Rochester Harbor, crowded tight with small craft and coastal fishing schooners, had only one ocean-going ship in port, a brig tied to a nearby wharf: Captain Quartus Gant’s unkempt though lightning-fast Wasp, a ship Alex Briggs considered offensive to the natural sea.

	“Why not Wasp? She’s dependable. Always returns,” Ezekiel reasoned. “And profitable.”

	“You know why,” Alex retorted. As always, his older brother displayed his intense focus on money—the cause and effect of every action he took.

	“I know her reputation. So what if she’s lost a few boys over the side?”

	“She doesn’t lose boys. Wasp is old and decrepit.” Alex stewed.

	“Why do you care? You won’t be going aloft on a charter.”

	“Her captain’s a right bastard. He keeps rusted shackles below. You know what those are for. Father warned me to stay clear of Wasp.”

	Ezekiel reeled him in. “We have a choice then, it seems.” He drew his long fingers to his lips. “Wait a few weeks until we can provision one of our inbound ships. Or charter Wasp if you want to leave on tomorrow’s tide.”

	Alex recalled infamous stories about Wasp: her violent captain, an insidious, foul mate, and a ship as ravaged as her smuggling and slaving reputation. Young men new to the sea sailed on Wasp once and never again. Those were the lucky ones. But looking out to the crowded harbor of only small boats, Alex finally came to reason that time was more his enemy than a captain who cursed.

	“Ezekiel…” Alex looked at his brother. “…we don’t have a choice—hire Wasp.” He took a few deep breaths. “She has crew. Her bottom’s dirty but she’s fast off the wind. We could reach the Azores in two or three weeks.” He watched his brother’s eyes but saw no indication he agreed. “I’ll search the islands closest to where they found Celeste,” Alex continued, sounding more confident than he felt. “Ezekiel, hire Wasp’s captain today while I ride to New Bedford. I’ll borrow a current table for the Azores from a Portuguese whaler Father knows. I’ll ship out on Wasp and lead the search. If she weighs anchor on the morning tide with a full press of canvas, we have a chance.”

	Ezekiel appeared neither ready to acquiesce nor bemoan the extreme risks and high costs to charter a ship with an empty cargo hold. Instead, he asked what Alex considered a disturbing and curious question, “Before I decide… Alex, have you received any correspondence from Father since he left Rochester?” 

	“No. Why?” Alex shifted his weight impatiently. 

	“I thought he might have shared his plans about the purpose of Celeste’s voyage.”

	“The last time I spoke to father was August.”

	“What did he tell you?”

	Alex thought back to the day on the pier when his father had hugged him farewell and whispered in his ear… new partners in Spain, shipbuilders in Italy, bankers in London. Alex remembered only bits and pieces. I will return before spring. Mind your studies and remain ashore. Be obedient to your older brother but avoid his new associates. I am sorry to say I am quite ill. I need Mother’s care and she will not leave Lizzy behind. I fear for our family’s future so I must act with great haste. Alex looked around his father’s office—to the charts on the walls, the blackboard with outdated tide tables his father had meticulously kept current, to the shelves with tidy ships’ logs in chronological order. I have to find them. Nothing else matters. 

	“He told me to keep a sharp eye on the men overhauling the Emma,” Alex replied.

	Ezekiel’s frown indicated his dissatisfaction at the answer. With great difficulty Alex kept his angry thoughts to himself. He would not tell Ezekiel anything his father told him, more important now since he was sure Ezekiel had not received similar instructions. 

	“Your rescue plan… I shall think about it. We shall talk at evening meal.”

	Alex resisted an urge to argue. What’s there to think about? Our family’s lost—not a damned carpenter! Alex often let his fiery temper loose against his brother. Combative with the boys in the yard, furious with his tutors who kept him captured inside on a glorious early fall morning, Alex was said to be a frivolous young man, never sitting still, impetuous, and too often rude. Some days Alex felt his chest would split apart like a log on a chopping block. His father cautioned him to control his outbursts lest he suffer the reputation of a rich man’s son turned sour against the world. Alex stood and left. Arguing will not save my family. Perhaps Ezekiel only needs a little time. He skulked out of his father’s office and reasoned his brother, despite a complete lack of empathy or any evidence of filial affection, surely would do everything in his power to rescue their lost parents and young sister. 

	Alex Briggs was wrong.
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	zekiel Briggs watched his brother depart and sat back in his father’s office, a mariner’s room reflecting its owner’s perspicacious attention to ocean trade by fast sailing ships. In one corner, dusty after weeks of lax maintenance, stood a globe marked with the world’s trade routes: tested courses avoiding shoals, rock-strewn channels, and profit-draining doldrums. Above it on a paneled wall rested a chalkboard with the daily tabulations of Rochester Harbor’s flood and ebb currents with the corresponding low and high-water levels. They had not been updated in the weeks since Captain Briggs had suddenly and mysteriously weighed anchor leaving Ezekiel in charge. Across the window stood the captain’s substantial desk built with rare woods imported from Batavia during his years in the Canton poppy trade. His desk boasted rare walnut hardwoods, oiled and varnished to a high sheen. Not long before the desk had held tidy stacks of orders, invoices, and ships’ manifests: the orders of the day for a prosperous, global trading house. Ezekiel used it now for storage. 

	Sitting more comfortably at the desk than his father would have approved, Ezekiel ignored its disorder. Tall and angular with a sour temperament, Ezekiel Briggs was cursed with a large head teetering tentatively on a spindly neck. He favored ill-fitting suits a minister ensconced in a parish of rich widows might wear. His clothes were imported and expensive however—of the finest threads with bright brass buttons he unconsciously rubbed when his nerves faltered. Ezekiel was proud of his well-kept hair, fine-clipped nails, and rich, thick sideburns that crept lower after every shave, threatening to mask the remainder of his lusterless face. Ezekiel by trade and training was an accountant with a nose for profit and not a shipbuilder in any sense. In fact, his new role managing the family business was incongruous with his entire life and his contentious relationship with his father. 

	Unlike Captain Briggs and his younger brother Alexander, Ezekiel Briggs professed no affinity for the ocean or sailing ships and made little attempt to convince his father otherwise. Nor did he demonstrate any particular capacity for shipbuilding. He was familiar with masts and hulls of course, ships he saw every day of his life, but how they found their way across the seas powered solely by wind was a science that escaped him. Nevertheless, Ezekiel had an aptitude for commerce, only he preferred making money from money, a far less risky occupation than hauling fragile cargoes on leaky ships vulnerable to sticky fingers, shipwrecks, and exorbitant tariffs. 

	Despite trepidations of the risks to the family’s reputation, he had become increasingly interested in the opportunities presented by one seagoing trade; a duplicitous business avoided by most firms but embraced by a few ship-owners Ezekiel admired ⎯mostly Providence and Newport men. Those shrewd investors, as he considered himself, required only a single upfront infusion of capital, a fast ship, mute crewmen and heartless captains with a sharp eye for price and availability. Finally freed from his father’s misguided objections he felt an overpowering urge to set his own plans in motion. Fortunes are not amassed through patience. 

	Ezekiel recalled a conversation from the day after Mary Celeste weighed anchor. He had his moment in charge, and he intended to make the most of it. He had summoned to his office one of the yardmen known to hammer straight and true.

	“Mister Briggs? I come as you asked for.”

	“Ashley Brown it is?”

	“That’s what my missus calls me when she’s spittin’ mad, sir. Ash is good,” Ash Brown said with a guarded smile.

	“Ash then. I’m told you’ve sailed the middle passage.”

	Ash Brown stared, his eyes wide, his lips suddenly dry. He wet them. “Could be.”

	“Answer a few questions. I’m not judging you. You were a master’s mate.” Ezekiel had eyed the former sailor in his forties whose callused, crooked hands were strangling what once had been a hat. “How many voyages did you make, on what was it called, Whitecap, from Bristol?”

	“It’s been many seasons past, sir—”

	“Six? Ten?”

	“Ah, closer to twenty. I have a large family, my brother’s, too…”

	“Yes, I understand need. The trade— it has three legs, thus triangular trade?”

	“Aye, one investment, three returns, sir.”

	“Who puts up the initial capital?”

	Ashly Brown had asked to sit. He took a corner chair and sank into it like a weary fish resigned to the net.

	“Men from the city. Providence, sir.”

	“Your first leg, what was the cargo?”

	 “Mostly rum, Mister Briggs. Good, strong Newport rum. Whitecap was a fast ship though past her time. A brig rig when canvased full she’d make over ten knots, sir. Faster with the wind abaft the beam.”

	“Did these Providence men show their faces?”

	“Never sir. Only their solicitors and money men came to inspect our manifest.”

	“And you sailed to London?”

	“More so to Antwerp, Lisbon, sometimes Leghorn. We sold the rum for ten dollars a barrel. It was a good take. Silver, some gold coins they paid us.”

	“Go on.”

	“Our master hid the coin below, and we sailed south past Tenerife to the coast.”

	“Africa. Freetown?”

	“Aye and Whydah. For the cargo. They was housed in cages, sir, along the river. The place was teaming with cages. Sick folk most, underfed and very unhappy. Some had been caged for weeks, some longer. The traders there felt no compulsion to feed’em anything but a bit of gruel and water. The dead were dumped in the river. We mostly moored upwind.”

	“How many to a ship?”

	“We had us a diagram for guidance—like stackin’ logs on a lumber run. The cargo lay head to foot tight together in rows along the lower deck. Some were shackled⎯big ones, angry ones. The women and children were mixed in. They lay there flat, crying and cursing. And no privy, sir. The stench was
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