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December 1, 1859
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I take pen in hand to tell the tale of a monster, whose vile and vicious nature exceeds the limits of even Mary Shelly’s considerable imagination; a foul presence that, during summer last, visited death upon the island of Nantucket until a small band of concerned citizens, myself included, banished the abomination.

My name is Prudence Mott and I am a freshman at Oberlin College. It is past midnight and the snow falls gently outside my dormitory window, as it has for the last two days. The landscape rests beneath its frosty blanket, illumined by moonlight, as though born anew, fresh and pure.

I am not duped, however, for I know full well what terrors remain cloaked in darkness, to be revealed with the suddenness of a jack-in-the-box.

Though I am miles away from the island and months have passed since the events I shall chronicle, nightmares continue unabated. I have decided, after considerable contemplation, to commit my recollections to the page and hopefully exorcise the demons hidden within the deepest recesses of my mind. 

My narrative begins with a mystery.

Several weeks prior to the events in question, a young man was rescued from a lifeboat at sea and brought to the island. Since his arrival, the patient had been in a fugue state, unable or unwilling to speak of his travails. His identity, as well as how he ended in a lifeboat became a matter for my guardian Fausta Darkbloom to investigate, for she is often called upon regarding curious matters that arise and which the local sheriff has no desire or expertise to pursue.

Fausta’s competence falls under the umbrella of ‘science’, whether on matters of the natural world or the mind, having studied at the University of Padua. Her story is remarkable, though I will not clutter my own narrative with hers. 

I woke on the Monday in question tingling with nervous energy, for Fausta expected the arrival of a colleague to help unravel the enigma of the poor sailor through hypnosis, a new psychological technique not to be confused with the parlor tricks of mesmerism. Fausta had many such visitors, given her reputation, though none excited me as the expected arrival of Dr. Josiah Redfern, a Harvard professor and a self-proclaimed ‘crime scientist’ who believed that scientific rigor should be applied to crime scenes and ‘trace evidence’ carefully collected. 

Thus, I thought it obvious that Redfern behaved exactly as did my favorite literary character, Mr. Edgar Poe’s C. Auguste Dupin, and relished a conversation to compare the professor’s methods with those of Dupin, perhaps over dinner. 

As was my usual morning summer routine, I saddled my horse, Valiant, a beautiful blue roan that was a gift from Father and set off on a morning ride to Dionis Beach. 

I must pause the tale at this point to describe the island of Nantucket. It is shaped like a comma set on its side and resides thirty miles from Cape Cod, with Nantucket Sound to the north and the Atlantic to the south. An island of wondrous natural beauty, with the main town and harbor nestled in the crook of the comma, most of the island resembles drawings I have seen of the Scottish Moors, with stretches of huckleberry, scrub oak, goldenrod and cranberry bogs.

When I reached the beach, I dismounted and walked past clumps of tangled seaweed and came upon a horseshoe crab, one of many stranded during low tide. 

As a child, the crabs terrified me, their true nature hidden beneath the shell, their pointed tail vaguely threatening. I would not draw close, choosing instead to walk in a wide arc around the bodies, a behavior that drew my father’s ire, for he could not countenance his daughter fearing that which was harmless. He eventually taught me to ride a horse, load and shoot his Navy Colt and climb the rigging of his vessels to steel my confidence. 

(Horseshoe crabs, Fausta argues, are not crustaceans, and therefore not true crabs. Rather, they are arthropods and probably prehistoric in origin. She had drawn this conclusion from her dissection of the creatures and understanding of the natural world.)

I add this vignette because it presaged the later events that are the subject of my tale, for the horseshoe crab looks like no other crab and the purpose of its existence is known only to God. If indeed it is prehistoric, then it has survived for millennia, and if not stranded upon the beach, would we be aware of its existence?

I stared out at the vast ocean, waiting for a glimpse of the ship captained by my father, Captain Caleb Mott.  He had departed nearly four years on the good ship Ceres, out of New Bedford, on what he promised would be his final whaling voyage.

Four years is a long time by any measure and during his absence curves and bulges altered my once awkward, spindly body. I now suffer a few days every month wearing a felt pad, an annoyance that announces the transition of a girl to womanhood. My hair is tied in a French braid most days, and I prefer split riding skirts and loose blouses, rather than the tortuous bustles and corsets that are the custom, for my daily dress.

Less than a year following Father’s departure, my dear mother, Abigail, a woman possessed of infinite patience and valuable counsel, succumbed to consumption. I nursed her according to the physician’s instruction and provided such quantities of laudanum as prescribed. She passed peacefully, praise the Lord. I wrote to Father, informing him of my mother’s death, although letters to men at sea are a haphazard affair, at best. 

Needless to say, I had reached that point in my life where my future was uncertain and loomed over my thoughts like a dark, ominous cloud. 

Fausta, who in the island’s collective judgment is a Bohemian better suited to life somewhere else, saved me from temporary placement in the Quaker orphanage and allowed me to live in her home until Father’s return. 

Seeing no sign of his ship, I mounted Valiant and began the journey home. 
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Fausta and I reside in a grand house on a named ‘The Meadows.’ The house is a sight to behold. Gaily painted in cream and burgundy, the structure appeared to be designed as it was being built, and yet, despite the odd angles and varying roof pitches, was pleasing to the eye, perhaps because it reflected Fausta’s bold, contrary personality, and stood in stark comparison to the dull, gray-shingled homes throughout the island.

A cupola rose near the center from which Fausta observes the night sky through her telescope. The long front porch, fitted with rattan divans and rocking chairs, is a perfect place to sit and read. 

How Fausta obtained the funds to purchase the land and construct the house is unknown. Wagging tongues suggest that when in Europe, she embezzled money from a nobleman, speculated in currency or some other financial chicanery, received a large inheritance, or, as the darkest minds insinuated, murdered her wealthy husband and absconded with his assets.

She never revealed the source of her wealth and it is not my place to inquire. Besides, Nantucket was a small island and gossip ruled the day. Because she was flamboyant, outspoken and an avowed atheist, the conservative Quaker sensibilities of the town were bruised.

One of my gifts is the ability to remember the detail of almost everything I read or see. While this was of great use in my education, it also pulled me to the art of drawing at a very young age, for transferring what I saw to my drawing pad was quite effortless. Many of my drawings won prizes in local competitions.

After returning from the beach and caring for Valiant, I ate a breakfast of boiled eggs with a scoop of yogurt, a creamy, slightly sour concoction that Fausta prepares based on a recipe obtained while on a visit to Stamboul, one of the many cities located on, as she puts it, the ‘Continent.’

I then took a shower bath, donned a shapeless muslin shift, grabbed my drawing pad and wandered into the arboretum, a glorious collection of flower beds and a reflecting pool filled with koi, located behind the main house. At the far edge of the arboretum sat a small pink cottage. Beyond the arboretum sat a hen house, pasture, barn and an old stable. 

Whenever I sat in the arboretum to draw, I did so barefoot, because I enjoy the feel of grass beneath my feet. (In truth, on a rare occasion, I have wandered about the garden naked, for it is isolated, no intruding eyes are about and I enjoy being free of all clothing restraints.)

The day was sunny and I wore a straw bonnet. A gentle breeze wafted over the flower beds and tickled my nose with marvelous scents. I sat on a small folding chair before a cluster of bearded iris, my drawing pad on my lap.

I have been described as ‘high-spirited’ and drawing is the one activity that calms me, as all problems and impulses recede. To be among the flowers is a wonderful way to spend ten minutes or two hours. 

I had completed two of the flowers when, to my surprise, a young man with a battered Gladstone bag suddenly appeared on the path that bisected the garden. He started at my appearance, dropped his bag and blushed. Reed thin, he wore a hopsack suit and derby. 

He removed his hat and held it in both hands against his chest. He stood awkwardly, jaw open, as though suddenly struck dumb. 

“Excuse me,” he stammered.

“You cannot possibly be Dr. Redfern, for you are not much older than I.”

The arboretum is reached only through the back door of the house or a gate in the cast iron fence surrounding the garden, and therefore well-dressed young men never wander onto the property. 

“My name is Balthazar Andrews. I work with Dr. Redfern and he sent me in his stead. He wishes that I observe Miss Darkbloom’s hypnosis therapy and write a report concerning my observations.”

As he spoke, his gaze fell upon my naked feet, as though they were a found treasure. 

“Where is Dr. Redfern, pray tell?”

“On the way to London, to make a presentation to Scotland Yard. Might I be so forward as to ask your name?”

“Prudence Mott,” I replied. “Will you be staying in the pink cottage?” I thought that was the only possible explanation for his presence in the gardens.

“Yes. It was offered and I thought it more convenient than finding lodging in town.”

“Then you have met Fausta?”

“Yes. We shall head over for our first interview at one.”

“You are still here, which speaks well for your strength of character.”

He noted my drawing pad. “Are you an artist?”

“Such powers of observation! I can see why you are at Harvard.” 

He extended his hand and I gave him my drawing pad. He perused the drawings and handed the pad back. “I would say you are quite talented.”

“Thank you. Have you eaten?”

“My plan to do that was unfortunately interrupted.” 

“How so?” 

“Miss Darkbloom greeted me at the ferry dock, handed me a map to the house, offered me the use of the garden cottage and promptly set off for a meeting. I entered an establishment named the Rusty Scupper with the thought of enjoying breakfast. Inside, I witnessed an impressive display of fisticuffs, involving a stocky bald man with a handlebar mustache who took on three toughs and flattened them, after which I beat a hasty retreat.”

“That would be Phineas T. Doyle, owner of the establishment.”

“An odd way to treat one’s customers.”

“Doyle is a braggart, bold as brass with women. He cuts a wide swath on the island.” 

“Of what does he brag?”

“He fought in the Mexican-American war, panned for gold in California, fought the Comanche, and went to South America on a treasure hunt,” I said with mock exaggeration.

“Sounds larger than life.”

“He runs a marine salvage company. Alas, he is but a life-sized junk man.” I ticked my tongue several times. “We must nourish you. Come along.” 

I opened the rear porch door and stepped aside to let him pass. When he hesitated, I said, “Opening a door will not stress my fragile feminine body.”

We entered the kitchen. 

“Let me fetch food from the cold cellar.” I made my way down the stairs into the cold cellar, where I grabbed a jar of pickled eggs and block of cheese and made my way back to the kitchen. Balthazar stood next to the table, like an obedient schoolboy waiting for his teacher’s direction.

“Please, be seated.”

Fausta’s kitchen contained an impressive black enameled stove with copper trim and six cooking plates. Numerous pots and pans dangled from a metal bar. Walnut cabinets lined one wall and open shelves were laden with boxes and tins. The countertop was steel, into which were recessed two porcelain sinks, separated by a handled water pump. A solid oak table with four chairs sat in the center of the room. 

I pulled two pickled eggs from the jar and set them on a plate, then sliced the cheese. From the breadbox, I retrieved several slices of dark bread. 

“Fausta intends to depart on the ferry for Woods Hole after the hypnosis session to visit a friend and she will stay the night.”

Now, as to another detail. Fausta spends her social time with ‘like-minded’ women, as she described them. I had no idea what they were like-minded about, though on many occasions single women visited and stayed in the pink cottage.

“She made no mention of your presence.” 

I filled a glass with water from the hand pump. “If you intend to work alongside Fausta, you must understand her thought processes. You are not going with her to Woods Hole, thus she saw no reason to inform you of her plans. She assumed we would meet soon enough and are capable of intelligent speech.” 

He bit into an egg. “Fausta is an interesting sort, to say the least.” He smirked and I immediately responded.

"Fausta attended the Seneca Falls convention and helped to write the ‘Declaration of Sentiments,’ a document that demanded civil, social and political equality for all women, and it shall come as no surprise that she holds firm on her insistence that women were the equal or better of men in all but physical stamina. Her attitudes influenced my own opinions of how a modern woman should comport herself."

These words tumbled from my mouth with a velocity that surprised me. He seemed taken aback by my forthright approach and nervously cleared his throat. 

I took a deep breath, picked up a slice of bread and tore it into tiny pieces, a nervous habit that I acquired since my father’s departure. “Fausta insisted that I apply to Oberlin College, where women may be trained to do more than become a mere housewife and thus free me to marry of love rather than support,” I said calmly. “Oberlin College admits men and women equally, unlike your Harvard.” 

“Will you study art?”

“You cannot earn a proper living through art. Is this your first visit to the island?”

“Yes.” 

“What are your impressions?”

“Thus far, I have seen little of the island.”

“I can remedy that, Mr. Andrews.” 

“Balthazar, please. I am perhaps two years older than you, by my estimation. Other than drawing flowers, how do you occupy your time?” 

“Fausta owns a building on Church Street. On the first floor is a dry goods store, where I labor daily. On the second and third are apartments. I also clean the house, milk the cow, gather eggs and tend the garden. How long shall you remain our guest?” 

“It depends upon the progress of the hypnosis therapy.”

“Since we are left to our own devices this evening, might you join me for dinner? I must warn you that my culinary skills are quite primitive.” Fausta did not include the art of fine cuisine among her various pursuits, and her diet was laden with muffins, jams and other sweets she purchased in town, though she could fry an egg and prepare a Mulligan stew.

“I’m certain we can find a public house near the docks, other than the Rusty Scupper, that is.”

“Fausta forbids me to be in town after sunset." For all Fausta’s pronouncements about the rights of women, she hewed the line regarding where I should be after dark.

“I see no point in both of us dining alone and accept your gracious invitation. Can I do anything to help?”

I walked to the counter, opened a drawer and removed a meat cleaver. “There is a chopping block outside. Bring me a plump hen.”

He stared at the cleaver and then at me, with an expression that suggested he feared I might use it on him. The grandfather clock struck eleven.

I placed the cleaver back into the drawer. “Work beckons. We shall dine at seven.” 
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On the way to Fausta’s store, I stopped at the post office to fetch the mail. To my surprise, a letter from Oberlin College had arrived. 

I took a deep breath and stepped out of the post office before tearing open the envelope. 

My eyes scanned the words twice, for I had been accepted at Oberlin College for the fall semester! Rather than a feeling of exhilaration, the acceptance added to my growing disquiet. Could I leave the island without knowing of Father’s fate? More importantly, how would he react to his daughter leaving him behind now that his wife had passed? I had already decided I could not leave before his return and desperately hoped he would soon arrive.

As was my habit, I pushed such feelings aside for the moment, for time enough remained to decide about leaving the island. Instead, my thoughts turned to the young professor, fashionably dressed and impeccably groomed, who now resided in the pink cottage. He appeared to be a man who had not done a day’s hard labor in his life. His skin was pale, as though he avoided the sunlight and displayed an awkwardness that I found endearing. He also stared at my feet far too long.

I thought him similar to Ichabod Crane. Yes, that was it. My very own Ichabod! 

Few men of his ilk were on the island. Not that I had any romantic designs, for as Fausta cautioned, there was time enough for that in a woman’s life. Rather, I looked forward to learning more of Balthazar’s work with Dr. Redfern and having enthusiastic discussions about politics, for an educated man from Boston must have certainly formed opinions. 

Twenty minutes later, Mrs. Wheeler, the wife of Reverend Wheeler, entered the store. 

“Hello, Mrs. Wheeler. What are you seeking today?”

After her usual disapproving stare, Mrs. Wheeler answered. “Soap. The kind from Paris.” She turned up her nose. “You’ll never find a man if you dress like one, Miss Mott.” I had changed from my shift into my usual split-riding pants and loose linen blouse.

Who decreed that women must suffer corsets and hoop skirts? Fausta said that on the ‘Continent,’ many women wore pants and sensible shoes without suffering scorn. 

“Let me fetch it for you.”

I wrapped the soap and took Mrs. Wheeler’s payment, after which I mentally created a dinner menu. A delightful evening was in the offing. 

“Missy,” a familiar deep voice called from behind. I turned toward Joe Canaka, a massive Samoan, who held two boxes in his arms. “Where goes these? They come this morning.”

I walked over and stared at the label. “Place the boxes in the storeroom for now.”

He nodded and headed back toward the storeroom. 

Father brought Joe from Samoa years ago. He had long retired from whaling, however. Polite and cheery, Joe had proclaimed on many occasions that he was my protector. I had no idea what he thought I needed protection from, though I saw no reason to disabuse him of his self-appointed mission. I loved him as a sister does a brother.

Joe was as wide as tall, block of a man, with tawny skin tone. He kept his black hair wound tightly upon his head, though when loosed it fell to his shoulders.

Fausta had taught Joe to read and refined his speech, though he could hardly be considered a finished product. He approached each day with unmitigated joy and I had never seen him angry or sad. 

He returned from the storeroom. 

“Joe, I would like you to do something for me.”

He nodded.

“There is a guest in the pink cottage named Balthazar Andrews. I want you to visit him.”

“Joe ask why.”

My friend had the habit of referring to himself in the ‘third-person.’

“Merely introduce yourself. While you are at the house, please find me a plump hen.”

Joe nodded and departed on his new mission. I grinned, for I could think of nothing more shocking than my Ichabod encountering my massive friend. 
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I pulled the roasted chicken and potatoes from the oven, lifted the lid and winced, for the skin of the fowl was scorched. I carried the pot to the counter and proceeded to slice away the skin and carve slabs of white meat, which I set on a platter. I arranged the potatoes around the chicken.

Slices of dark bread and elderberry wine were already on the table. I lifted the platter of chicken as a knock came to the rear door.

“Come in.”

Balthazar entered. 

“Right on time.” 

He walked over to a chair, pulled it out and nodded. I set the plate on the table, removed my apron and sat. “Such a gentleman.”

Balthazar sat and helped himself to the chicken and potatoes. I poured him a glass of elderberry wine. 

“How do you find the cottage, Balthazar?”

“Comfortable. However, I am struck by the strange apparatus within the closet.”

“That would be the shower-bath, one of Fausta’s inventions. Behind the cottage is a water tank that captures rain water and releases it when you turn the valve.”

“Most ingenious.”

“There is also a water tank on the roof of this house.”

In addition to her scientific bent, Fausta was also an inventor, concocting numerous devices, some of which actually worked as intended. The shower bath was a marvelous creation, as was the inside commode that used our waste to fertilize the gardens.

We ate in silence for a few moments.

“Tell me of the hypnosis session.”

He set aside his fork and sipped some wine. “The poor sailor, who I take to be perhaps sixteen, did manage to speak his name, Joshua, but nothing more.”

“Then hypnosis failed?” 

“Not exactly. When Fausta asked him what had happened, the poor boy exhibited a reaction so violent that she ended the session.”

“What did she make of this reaction?”

“That whatever happened aboard his ship had caused this response. He was clearly terrified.”

“Being shipwrecked alone might also cause such a reaction.”

“Fausta disagrees, and believes further sessions are warranted.”

He turned back to his plate and cut his food into equal portions with what appeared to be great precision. I was immediately struck by this activity, which I felt was analogous to my tearing of bread; that is, a compulsive habit. It occurred to me that my new acquaintance and I were similar in some undefined aspect and so moved on to another subject.

“What is your position concerning equality of women?”

He looked at me with a somber expression. “This is obviously an issue of great importance to you.” 

“It is time women achieve equality!”

“I have not given the matter much thought." He said this in a tone no different than if I had asked him whether he preferred tea or coffee.”

“You should, unless you are a hermit and never encounter a woman." I hoped this would lighten our discourse.

He set down his fork. “Very well, if you insist, I do not believe that women need emancipation.”

I was certain that many of Balthazar’s female acquaintances, if indeed he had any, might well agree with my argument and yet remain silent rather than engage in adversarial discourse with a man. Try as I might, I could not hold my tongue.

“How many women doctors or attorneys exist? Need I remind you that women do not possess the basic right to vote in our democracy, where men make every decision of import?” 

He sheepishly turned back to his meal, unwilling to engage further. However, I pressed him on another important matter. "What of the abolition of slavery, or do you never encounter Negroes in your hermetic life?"

He set down his fork and cleared his throat. "I am aware of the issue. I merely believe that such matters are best left for Congress to decide."

"It is a simple matter, Balthazar. Do you believe that a human shall be held in perpetual servitude by another or not?"

"Of course I do not believe such a thing is proper," he replied, his tone suddenly sharp. “Perhaps I should take my leave,” he said, rising. 

“No,” I replied, softening my tone. “Let us not ruin our dinner over matters we cannot resolve. Please stay.” 

He sat and managed a warm smile. “Thank you. Now that I have been chastened, may I inquire whether Fausta is a relative?” 

“No.”

“How did you come to live with her?”

“It is a complicated story. I do not wish to bore you.”

“Please proceed. I am interested.”

“Very well. I was born on this island. My father is Captain Caleb Mott of the good ship Ceres. For years he sailed from Nantucket, until his ship was purchased by a concern in New Bedford, due to the slowing of the industry. Since he knew the ship so well, the owners prevailed upon him to retain his captaincy, at a healthy guarantee. He left four years ago on his final voyage. Within a year, my mother passed. Fausta played a weekly chess game with my father and stepped forward as my guardian.”

“My condolences regarding your mother. Your father knows nothing of her death?”

I shook my head. “I dispatched a letter. Mail delivery upon the ocean is an irregular matter, as you can imagine.” 

“When is he due to return?”

“That is up to his success stalking the whales.”

“Four years seems a very long time to be at sea.”

“Not uncommon, especially if you head for the South Sea whale fields.” As I spoke, my trepidation concerning my father’s fate spiked, yet I kept a brave face. “Tell me how you became a faculty member at such a young age. Are you a genius?”

“I do not possess a college degree. I merely work as Dr. Redfern’s assistant.”

“I’m curious. What does crime science entail?” 

Balthazar pushed his plate aside and for the first time since we met, he seemed genuinely enthusiastic. “I collect and catalogue different types of hair, soil, plant matter and clothing fibers.” 

“For what purpose?”

“Was the perpetrator red-haired? Did he wear working class clothing or fine linen? Blucher boot or croquet shoe? Did he leave behind mud or sand? These are questions revealed by traces of evidence.”

“How can you determine if the culprit wore a Blucher boot or croquet shoe?”

“The imprint of a sole tread is quite distinctive if you truly are observant. A simple matter of obtaining different shoes, placing the soles on an ink pad and then on paper.”

I leaned toward him. “You visit actual crime scenes?” 

“Only homicides, of which there are plenty to keep us busy.”

“The police allow this?”

“The Commissioner is impressed with Dr. Redfern’s theories. The foot patrol eyes us with a combination of disdain and amusement.”

“I find this all fascinating. Has anyone ever been convicted because of this evidence?”

“Not yet, but Scotland Yard is very interested in hearing Redfern’s theory, hence his trip to London.” He sipped more wine. “I have catalogued fifty types of fibers and twenty types of soil, in addition to studying blood stains.”

“I would love to examine a crime scene,” I said.

“A crime scene is a dreadful place.” 

“For a woman, you mean?”

He smiled wryly. “For anyone.” 

“Are you familiar with the works of Edgar Allan Poe?”

“I have read The Raven but no more. Why?”

“Because M. Dupin stories contain an explanation of ratiocination.”

“I am not familiar
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