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All the tempestuous passions of mankind’s young days, the love of loot and the love of glory, the love of adventure and the love of danger, with the great love of the unknown and vast dreams of dominion and power, have passed like images reflected from a mirror, leaving no record upon the mysterious face of the sea. Impenetrable and heartless, the sea has given nothing of itself to the suitors for its precarious favours. Unlike the earth, it cannot be subjugated at any cost of patience and toil. For all its fascination that has lured so many to a violent death, its immensity has never been loved as the mountains, the plains, the desert itself, have been loved.

JOSEPH CONRAD





Part One

THE BAYS OF MAINE
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1

THE SEA was gray that morning, and as smooth as the surface of an eye. Eastward, the edge of the earth had been brought miles closer to shore by a fog that had drifted in during the night as far as the mouth of the bay. There it stopped, neither advancing nor retreating, and the out islands and all that lay around them and beyond them were held in a windowless dungeon of vapor. From the dock in front of his family’s house on the mainland, Nathaniel could not see even a suggestion of the islands’ spruce steeples; nor of the granite plinths and ledges that usually showed through the trees. Forest and rock seemed to have been dissolved, made one with the mist that also cloaked the lighthouses and the tall crucifixes of the stone drogers, waiting at anchor or at the quarry wharves for the fog to lift and a fair wind to bear them down the long roads of the ocean to Boston, with paving blocks or a carved hero’s pedestal, to Charleston with Corinthian pillars to glorify a city hall, to New York with polished slabs to face the new buildings rising into the skies of the new century. He knew the ships were there because he heard their bells, clanging five seconds each minute to mark their anchorages. Other sounds were mixed in with the bells, and he listened like a blind man at a discordant symphony, identifying each thing and its location by the noise it made. That shrill piping—the steam ferry that serviced the islands. That sad, lost bleat—a doryman cranking his handheld horn. That di-tonal moan far off—a lighthouse …

He thought it curious how the fog held in one place, as if an invisible wall were blocking it from coming ashore. Over his head was a cloudless sky and sunlight, out there murk. The division between the realms of the clear and the obscured was as sharp as the bifurcation in a half-moon, and he wondered what caused it. A sudden change in water temperature? In air temperature? In both? It was hard to tell the difference between air and water, what with the two elements merging seamlessly into the whiteness that erased the horizon, and the sky the same color as the dead calm sea. His father’s two-masted schooner, moored offshore near an exposed ledge, made a vivid, perfect copy of itself in the polished plane of water, only upside down. Nathaniel pulled his oilskin from his seabag, folded it to make a cushion, then squatted, braced his elbows inside his spread knees, and turned himself and the world topsy-turvy. Now the sea became the heavens and the heavens a waveless sea, while the schooner and the ledge and the cormorants perched atop the ledge appeared as reflections of their reflections. Topsy-turvy he and the world remained, until the illusion was spoiled by two harbor seals that surfaced astern of the schooner and sent ripples shoreward in sleek undulations, like the luffing of a satin sail. The reflections of rock, birds, and boat swayed and shuddered, testifying to what was object and what was image, to what was sky and what was ocean. Gravity, that most unambiguous of the world’s forces, also would not be deceived; blood rushed to Nathaniel’s head and told him which way was up.

He lowered his legs slowly and stood and laid his hand against a piling to steady himself. The water below, with the reflections of snail-encrusted pilings angling off into the depths, wasn’t gray, as in the distance, but adamant green, and as cold as it looked. Cold enough even in early summer to kill a man in no more than fifteen or twenty minutes. His father, that nearly infallible authority on all things maritime, had seen it happen years ago, when a sailor on his ship fell from a yardarm and was plucked out less than a quarter of an hour later, bluefaced and as dead as Julius Caesar. Nathaniel watched the seals swimming along in their blubbery insulation, dark heads throwing off sparkles of pearlescent light. Then, in a synchronized arching of glossy backs, they dove out of sight. He put the oilskin back into the seabag, which had his first name inked on it to distinguish it from his brothers’, and sat down and dropped it into the dory. She was twelve feet long, with white lapstrake, and her rail, oars, and thwarts gleamed under new coats of varnish.

The dock shook. He turned to see his father, face darkened by the shadow of a wide-brimmed straw hat, carrying a crate of dry stores. His shirtsleeves were rolled up to the elbows and his muscles, straining under freckled skin covered by fine, cinnamon hairs, still had the look of knotted whips. A young man’s muscles. But was a young man’s strength still in them? There was more gray than ginger in his beard, and half the hair under that hat was gone now, Closer to a grandfather than to a father in age—fifty-six this year, Nathaniel thought, and got to his feet and went to take the crate. Cyrus waved him off with a movement of his head and carried it the rest of the way, setting it down alongside the piling to which the dory’s painter was tied with a bowline.

“What were you doing?” he said. He was breathing hard, as if he had run down from the house, and Nathaniel saw that his face had not been darkened by the hat brim but by the color that rose in it from an excess of sun or exertion, or whenever he was angry: the color of an earthenware platter, a shade so close to his beard’s, before it had begun turning silver, that the distinction between flesh and hair had been hard to see from far away.

“Putting my personals aboard, sir.”

“Looked to me like you were standing on your head.”

There was a faint note of disapproval in his father’s voice, and Nathaniel felt himself blush.

“Oh, that. Just an exercise. A friend of mine at school told me that he’d read that the Hindoos of India stand on their heads all the time and that it’s very good for you.”

Cyrus stared critically with his good eye, frosty as winter seasmoke, while the left eye, its stilled pupil cocked off-center, seemed to stare over Nathaniel’s right shoulder. It was always disconcerting, this being looked at directly and indirectly at the same time.

“If the way those Hindoos live is an example, don’t reckon putting your head where your feet oughtta be is of any benefit.”

“No, sir.”

He had wanted to say, What do you know about the way Hindoos live? You’ve never been to India, because he now could look straight into Cyrus’s sighted eye, as well as wear his shirts, and the parity in stature and bulk had opened up the possibility that he might be his father’s match in other ways. Sometimes, he imagined himself challenging the old man to wrestle, or to put on the gloves and go a round or two—fantasies both thrilling and frightening that had begun to grow in him in the past year, right along with the whiskers, sprouting from his chin and upper lip, and with the new inches in his height and the new muscle slabbed onto his ribs and shoulders, beard and inches wondrous gifts from nature, while the weight was more the fruit of his own husbandry: He exercised with the dumbbells ordered from the Sears Roebuck catalog last Christmas, played football and boxed at Andover because he’d read that boxing and football had transformed the vice president from a sickly kid into the hero who led the charge up San Juan Hill. Not that Nathaniel had ever been sickly or a weakling; he was in training for the moment, which he was sure awaited him somewhere in the future, when he would be called upon to lead a charge in war. Or to rescue people from a burning building. Or to capture a gang of Chinese bandits, as Frank Merriwell had done in the last issue of Tip Top Weekly. When the moment came, he wanted to make sure he was fit and tough and equal to the task.

“Intend to stand there all day?”

“Sir?”

Cyrus dropped his gaze to the crate wherein sacks of flour and coffee lay atop tins of beef, pears, and beans. Nathaniel eased down the ladder into the dory. The thwart, wet with dew, chilled his bare feet, and he felt a residual tackiness in the coats of spar varnish. He reached up and took the crate and stowed it forward.

“Y’know, we ought to build a floating dock like the Williamses,” he said. “Then we could step into this dory, no matter what the tide. It would make things a lot easier.”

“Reckon it might. But I never have believed that easier is necessarily better. ‘We glory in tribulations also, knowing that tribulation worketh patience, and patience experience, and experience, hope.’ ”

“Romans?”

“Five, three through five. In the original, ‘experience’ would have meant ‘character.’ Therefore, it is through tribulation …”

“Yes, sir, I understand,” said Nathaniel, meaning that he understood his father’s interpretation; he did not understand how a floating dock could spare him tribulation sufficient to be harmful to his character.

“Those stores there and whatever your brothers bring down will be the last of it. Bottom of the incoming in …” Cyrus withdrew from the pocket of his canvas trousers the tarnished watch he’d used to time his logs when he was wrecking in the Florida Keys. “About an hour.” A quick glance seaward, as if he did not entirely trust the timepiece and was compelled to check the tide to verify that it and the instrument were in agreement.

“We should catch the start of the ebb,” said Nathaniel, “Need some wind, though.”

“Wind there’ll be,” the father forecast, and with such confidence that the son expected the first puff to spring up that very moment.

“Eliot and I were talking. We seem to be taking a lot more than usual.” Nathaniel motioned at the crate. “Enough to last the four of us a lot longer than a week or ten days.”

“That’s what you figure, is it?” his father said, and then nothing more. He stood sidelit by the sun, legs spread, hands under his braces and resting on his chest.

“Mind me asking if you’re planning a longer cruise than usual?”

“And if I am?”

Nathaniel rose on tiptoe and, ignoring the ladder, threw his forearms onto the dock and heaved himself back up in a single, fluid movement.

“With Mother not feeling well, we thought …”

“Your mother’s fine.”

“Yes, sir. But she’s been gone two weeks.”

“Told you and your brothers that I got a wire from Dr. Matthews, didn’t I? Nothing serious.”

“So we’ll be cruising longer than a week, then? That’s all right with us.”

“It’s all right with you three,” said Cyrus, with a derisive huff. “It had better be all right. I’m going to get Eliot and Drew to shake a leg. Sure you’ve got all your personals?”

“Yes. How about your seabag? I could bring it down for you.”

“Won’t be necessary, Nat.”

He watched his father go up toward the house, walking as if he were carrying a seabag: a heaviness in his old nimble sailorman’s gait, a slump to his shoulders—too slight to be noticed by those who didn’t know him well, but obvious to those who did. These changes in stride and posture, like his short-windedness, had come about very recently, appearing simultaneously with changes in his manner: an air of distant preoccupation, pensive silences at the dinner table, and something else that had come to share tenancy with the ferocity that was the hallmark of his temperament. Nathaniel could not give a name to it. A melancholy? A somberness? Maybe there was no single word for that hint of something autumnal, like the first yellowing of September leaves. He acted like a man with a broken heart, sometimes. Not that Nathaniel knew much about broken hearts, beyond what he had read in novels, beyond the disturbing ache that afflicted his own heart whenever he saw Constance Williams in her new Gibson girl hairstyle and the lace-collared blouses that she now filled out in a womanly way. He couldn’t imagine his father with a broken heart, in any case—there were people who would question if the man had one to break.

He sat down to wait and gazed at the schooner, and she affected him the way a beautiful building or landscape affects a lover of architecture or art. There was nothing fancy or exotic about her; her lines were elegant simplicity itself. She was sturdy enough for blue water work, yet she was agile and quick in stays, for a full-keeled vessel, and she gave an impression of lightness and buoyancy, as if she were ribbed with the airy bones of a gull or frigate bird. She had been christened Double Eagle the year before Nathaniel was born. Built in the Story shipyards in Essex as a miniature Gloucesterman, she was forty-six feet overall, thirty-eight on the waterline, and as swift as a vessel that length could be: last year, homeward bound from Canada in a gale, she had topped nine knots. Even at rest, she seemed to be in motion. Nathaniel loved her dark green hull, accented by white sheerstrake, sweeping back like a giant egret feather from the gilded ivy carved in her bow; loved as well the Euclidian shapes her stays and shrouds drew against the sky, the symmetry of her Sitka masts, varnished to a glossy butternut.

This year, she sparkled as perhaps she hadn’t since her launching. At the end of May, with the boys out of school and the family settled into the Maine house for the summer, Cyrus decreed that Double Eagle was to be overhauled, stem to stern, topmasts to keel. He set Nathaniel and his brothers to work in Potter’s boatyard in Blue Hill harbor, where the schooner had been hauled for the winter. They scraped, sanded, and repainted her bottom with two coats of red copper. They recaulked her seams, their ears plugged with cotton against the mallets’ thuds, because they didn’t want their hearing damaged, like the professional caulkers down in the Essex yards—men who could not answer to their own names except when shouted to from a yard or two away. When the caulking was done, the brothers examined the standing rigging and the running gear, and long-spliced new line into worn spots in the main and main-peak halyards, burned Irish pennants off the jib and staysail sheets, and coated whipping thread in candlewax and finished the sheets’ bitter ends with sailmaker’s whips. They found too much white powder on the anchor cable, bought a new one at Potter’s chandlery, charging it off to their father’s account, and then shackled it to the chain. They spread the sails on the ground—all seven plus a spare jib—and inspected each for mildew and frayed stitching, ever mindful of the admonition Cyrus had driven home to them over and over: “A sailor can no more hide his sins from the sea than a killer can hide the stain of murder from God. You cut corners, leave something done halfway to right, say to yourselves, ‘Ah, that’s good enough,’ and the sea will find you out, boys, and she’ll be a different god from the God of our fathers, because she’ll show no mercy, nor forgiveness either.”

Each day’s work began about an hour after breakfast, when Tom Dailey dropped them off at the yard with their lunch buckets, and ended around four in the afternoon, when Dailey returned with the wagon to drive them back to Mingulay in time to wash up for dinner, promptly, unfailingly served at six. Their father had given them a list of tasks, written in his crabbed hand on three ruled sheets of paper, and they checked off each item methodically. Was the rudder sound? The steering cables? Were there signs of rot above or below decks? They did not find any and hadn’t expected to: Double Eagle had been framed in white oak and her hull planked in Dade County pine, brought all the way up from Florida—a wood as rot-resistant as steel and almost as hard, so hard it sometimes bent nails and broke drill bits.

Cosmetics came last. She was given a fresh coat of paint, her brass was polished, and Cyrus, who came by to inspect, wasn’t satisfied until he could see himself in the binnacle well enough to shave. They put her in the water the following day. After a winter on the alien land, she rumbled down the launching ramp as if rushing into the old familiar embrace of the everlasting sea. She sat at her berth for a day and a night, to give her planks time to swell and make her seams watertight. Next morning, the boys bent her sails and brought her home. The trip of some ten miles barely qualified as a day sail, much less as a voyage, but it was the first time they had been allowed to handle the vessel without their father’s supervision. He had put Nathaniel in command, which was only fitting, in Nathaniel’s opinion. The honor and the responsibility were in keeping with his nascent beard, his five feet, eleven inches, and one hundred and seventy pounds. He thought he proved himself worthy of his commission, bringing Double Eagle back without incident, making the mooring on the first try and with such style that even the sarcastic Eliot tipped his cap and said, “Handsomely done, Nat. Handsomely.”

Nathaniel heard a screen door slam. Turning, he watched his father and brothers come trooping down the long easy slope of the lawn, the great house behind them dormered and verandaed, the ostentation of its size softened by the rusticity of its plain cedar shake shingles and unembellished posts and balcony rails: altogether, it was a cottage blown up to the scale of a mansion.

Eliot led the way onto the dock, pushing the seabags, supplies, and his guitar in a cart; behind him was Drew, clutching Trajan to his chest, and behind Drew the old man, with two leather chart cases tucked under an arm, walking still with a burdened gait and shoulders slumped, but his gaze fixed straight ahead, grim and intransigent. He was carrying himself like a mourner at a funeral, thought Nathaniel, but that eye was the eye of a man going into a fight.

Drew grabbed the gunnysack from the cart and, with a practiced movement, slipped Trajan into it and quickly pulled the drawstrings tight. The cat squirmed a little, then lay so still that you would not have known a living thing was inside. Passing him to his eldest brother, Drew piped, “Here’s a cat in the bag” in a voice that didn’t know if its owner was a boy or a man. Poor Drew. He was trying hard to sound brave and cheerful, but his look betrayed him. Prone to two kinds of seasickness—the one in his mind and the other in his belly—he looked forward to their father’s annual cruise as a condemned man would to his own hanging. Poor little Drew, who hadn’t sprouted yet and was short, even for thirteen.

Nathaniel stowed Trajan under the forepeak, then took the guitar, a bag of stove coals, and a can of kerosene for the running lights from Eliot, who was dressed in dark green trousers held up with light green braces over a collarless red shirt like the top to a pair of long Johns. His faded blue fisherman’s cap completed the outfit.

Then Nathaniel, with a smirk: “Put something yellow on and you’d look like a box of crayons.”

Silent, Eliot pitched his and Drew’s seabags into the dory. Nathaniel laid them between the middle and bow thwarts, then looked up.

“Dad’s?”

“It’s not on the boat already?” asked Eliot.

Nathaniel shook his head, and then they all three turned to Cyrus, who offered no explanation, but only signaled for the two younger boys to get aboard.

They squeezed in forward, side-by-side, their feet on the seabags, Eliot holding the guitar in his lap, while their father climbed in and took his usual place in the stern.

“Cast off,” he said.

Eliot hesitated.

“Father, I don’t understand why you’re …”

“Cast off.”

“Yes, sir.”

Eliot stood and untied the painter, Nathaniel began to row. He watched the blades make small whirlpools in the smooth water. Far out, the fog still dungeoned the small islands in the mouth of the bay: Great Gott, Black, Placentia, and Swans; it smothered almost all of Mount Desert except for the three summits, which rose above it as if they were islands themselves in a sea of mist. A ship’s bell rang, a lighthouse horn groaned again. With one of the chart cases, Cyrus started to beat a slow rhythm on the gunwale … thump … thump … thump … and then sang out,

Heave to your oars boys, let her go boys …

The first line to the ancient chantey the four always sang at the beginning of each summer voyage. His sons were supposed to answer with the following line, but they couldn’t get into the spirit of the thing, baffled and disconcerted as they were by his mood and by his refusal to explain why he was embarking without oilskins, seaboots, or anything but the clothes on his back. They wanted to ask if he’d put his dunnage aboard Double Eagle earlier, but they knew better than to speak to him now. With his temperament unpredictable as the sea he loved, serene in the morning and in the afternoon black as a line squall, he had never been easy to live with; but he had become nearly intolerable in the past few days, ever since the big argument with their half brother, who had shown up unexpectedly from New York. They had been at the boatyard when Lockwood arrived (it was like him to appear and disappear on a moment’s notice) and did not witness the argument. Dailey told them about it when he came by to pick them up at the end of the day, and all he said was that it had been a nasty one, very nasty, and advised them to stay out of their father’s way when they got home.

They needed no more warning than that, so when they returned and saw their father sitting alone at the head of the table in Mingulay’s vast and lugubrious dining room, poking at his food, his sloping forehead ribbed as if he were concentrating upon some difficult problem, they went to the kitchen and ate with the help. They were permitted to join him for dinner the next evening, but he was in the same incommunicative mood; likewise the following evening and the one after, Nathaniel sitting on one side of him, Eliot and Drew on the other, and all three afraid to speak unless and until their father did, and since he did not, meals passed as wordlessly as those in a Trappist monastery. No, not like that; a monastic silence was meditative and serene, or so Nathaniel imagined, whereas the silence in the dining room crackled with tension. A disquieting quiet that had a weight and a tangibility and a smell like ozone. At first, the boys made the natural assumption—Lockwood was in another financial mess, and their father was trying to figure out what to do about it. But he had dealt with their half brother’s money problems before without acting as he was now, so they began to wonder if he was worried about their mother’s health (the exact nature of the ailment that had taken her back to Boston was being kept secret); however, the happy prognosis from Dr. Matthews, delivered recently, had failed to return him to normal. In fact, he seemed to get worse. An obscure anger brindled his gray brooding. His quick temper had made him famous, or infamous, among the Maine islanders—the Italian stonemasons in the Black Island quarry called him Capitano Furioso—but this anger of recent days was different; it was silent and oppressive and made sons and staff alike as uneasy as a ship’s crew on a greasy sea when the glass was falling. If he didn’t snap out of it, this cruise was going to be downright awful.

He beat the gunwale harder and sang out again, louder … Heave to your oars boys, let her go boys … in a voice that drew its power from years of shouting commands into nor’easters and tropical storms. No question now, the boys had better respond, and they did—a baritone, a tenor, and something between a tenor and a soprano, two voices off key and one on, Eliot’s.


SONS: Swing her head round, now all together …

FATHER: Heave to your oars boys, let her go boys …

SONS: Riding homeward to Mingulay …



The tune came from the Outer Hebrides, as did the man who had taught it to Cyrus: his maternal grandfather, Alexander Wallace. Its haunting melody rose and fell like slow ocean swells, and Nathaniel’s oars fell into the rhythm, brass tholepins squealing in brass locks and the blades dipping to the thump … thump … thump of the chart case on the gunwale.


FATHER: Wives are waitin’ by the shore boys …

SONS: They’ve been waitin’ since break o’ day-o …



Nathaniel had never seen even a picture of the Outer Hebrides, wasn’t sure where they were exactly, except off the coast of Scotland; yet those lyrics always evoked in his mind an image so clear it was as if he had been there, maybe in another life: weatherworn women in dark homespun looking seaward from a bleak headland, their expressions revealing hearts poised between dread and hope. He rowed on, looking straight into his father’s face, trying to understand the puzzling message of anger and sorrow written there.


FATHER: They are waitin’ for their loved ones …

SONS: As the sun sets on Mingulay …



Their voices carried over the bay for a short distance, heard only by themselves and the cormorants congregated on the ledge, black wings outspread to dry. Nathaniel never liked the sight of those birds, so ominously plumed; sometimes he imagined them to be the reincarnate souls of sailors’ widows, waiting, like the wives in the song, for ghosts to come home.

He shipped one oar, back-paddled with the other, and turned the dory broadside to Double Eagle. Eliot stood in the bow, reached up, and made them fast to a midship cleat; then he climbed aboard the schooner, Drew following. Nathaniel tossed the sea bags to them, passed up the supplies and stores and the sack containing Trajan; then, with his shoes laced around his neck, he stretched a leg over the space between the two vessels. As he went to spring off his back leg, the dory swung out unexpectedly, widening the gap, and he found himself momentarily spread-eagled unevenly over the water, the toes of his back foot just touching the thwart while his left foot, higher up, clung to the schooner. He would have been dunked if he hadn’t grabbed the main shroud and pulled himself to safety at the last second, but the violence of the movement caused the knot in his laces to slip and both shoes to fall in. They drifted on the tide, an arm’s length from the dory. His father only had to reach out to retrieve them, but all he did was stand and stare perplexed, as if the two objects floating by were some species of seabird or fish he had never seen before. Nathaniel leapt back into the smaller boat, rocking it and upsetting Cyrus’s balance. For one perilous instant, it looked as if he would go overboard, but with a flailing of his arms, he managed to throw himself forward onto the bow thwart.

No wrath or sadness on his face now; nor color, either. If Cyrus had no fear of being on the water in any condition, be it doldrums or bare poles hurricane, he had a terror of being in it, for like many old-time sailors, he’d never learned to swim.

Nathaniel had meanwhile grabbed an oar. Leaning far over the transom, he slipped the blade under one shoe and scooped it up. Its mate floated out of reach and sank before he had time to cast off and pull after it—the only shoes he had for the trip besides his sea boots, which were hot and clumsy and of no use except on deck in foul weather.

The cold was a shock. Forcing his muscles to move, he swam to where he thought the shoe had sunk, and dove into what appeared to his burning eyes as a fathomless pit of greenish black. Ten feet below, he struck a barrier of very frigid water that was more than shocking; it bearhugged his chest and drove icy nails into his temples. He shot to the surface, got his wind, and stroked back to the dory. Kneeling for a lower center of gravity, his father grabbed the back of his collar with one hand and the seat of his pants with the other, and hauled him aboard. One question settled—a young man’s strength was still in those arms, in those wide shoulders.

He expected to be chastised, but the old man said nothing, nothing at all.

“Deedle deedle dumpling, my son John …” Eliot, capering on deck, sang in a nasal, mock-childish voice. “One shoe off and one shoe on …”

“Aw, shut your godda—”

“Nathaniel …”

“Yes, sir.” Cyrus tolerated and, on rare occasions used, most forms of bad language, but he forbade a certain four-letter word and the taking of the Lord’s name in vain.

For his sins, Nathaniel was not allowed to change into dry clothes until he had stowed food, coal, and kerosene in their proper places—and his brothers’ seabags in one of the berths forward. This last task, he thought, dragging the bags down the companionway into the main cabin and through the passage to the forward cabin, exceeded legitimate penance and was meant to humiliate him.

There were two berths in the forward cabin, one on each side and each with two bunks. The port berth was just aft the head and often caught the stench from there, so in the spirit of brotherly love, he chose it for Eliot and Drew. Stepping across the passageway, he entered his—an enclosure about six and a half feet long by six high by four wide, and half the four taken up by the bunks, bolted one over the other to the side of the ship. The cramped space reminded him of one of Dr. Johnson’s comments: Being aboard a ship was like being in jail, with the added possibility of drowning. Nathaniel didn’t agree with the jail part. To sail the broad ocean was purest freedom, and he liked the confined quarters of a vessel, the snug feeling they gave when you were battened down in safe harbor during a blow.

He tossed his seabag on the lower bunk, undressed, and toweled himself dry, kneading his new muscles just so he could feel them, hard and supple beneath skin that tingled from saltwater and his vigorous rubbing. Likewise, he delighted in the caress of dry drawers, trousers, and shirt. Carrying his wet clothes and the surviving shoe, he passed through the main cabin again, pleased that he now had to duck to avoid the brass gimbal lamp hanging from the center beam. Trajan, orange as a yam, had been liberated and had found a cozy spot to nap on a cushion.

Before going on deck, Nathaniel decided to peek into his father’s stateroom, behind the main companionway. He quietly opened the louvered door to the sanctum sanctorum. It was spacious for a vessel Double Eagle’s size, running the width of the ship, and it had the amenities of a room in a house without sacrificing nautical practicalities. Its teak wainscoting was burnished to the sheen of rubbed leather, its double bunk had lockers built into it. A small desk was bolted to the cabin sole. There was a bookshelf containing tide tables and the almanacs used for taking sights, and over the desk, a dramatic painting of the old man’s wrecking schooner, the rakish, white-hulled Main Chance, under full press on an ill-tempered sea. What Nathaniel was looking for was the old man’s dunnage. He didn’t see any. Maybe it was already stowed in the lockers, but opening them would be too great a violation of privacy.

“Ah, my good man. Trust you folded my shirts properly and laid out my dinner jacket. Mrs. Astor will be dining with me tonight.”

This from Eliot, leaning against the wheelbox as Nathaniel came up the companion.

“No dinner jacket. Used your shirts to wipe the head.”

He spread his clothes on the main cabin top to dry, weighting his shirt down with the shoe against an unexpected breeze.

Cyrus, meanwhile, trooped the boat, his discriminating eye tracing every inch of the standing rigging and the sheets and halyards, belayed in figure eights around the pins in the pinracks. He spun sheaves to make sure they were turning freely in the lignum vitae blocks, plucked stays to test their tautness, checked the hatches battened over the two cabin skylights, then went below, by way of the forward cabin. The boys heard him down there, opening and closing lockers and drawers and storage compartments, rattling about to see if everything that should be on board was on board: the coal and lamp fuel Nathaniel had just stowed away, the foodstuffs he and his brothers had brought on board yesterday, and a roster of other items, from marlinespikes, spare blocks, and spare battens to sailmaker’s twine; tar, oakum, chronometer, sextant, parallel rules, main anchor, kedge, sea anchor, fresh water butts, kegs of shark oil for use as storm oil, light lists, pilot books, fishing tackle, and a shotgun for shooting game, in case they got stranded and needed fresh meat. Not a likely possibility, but Cyrus prepared for a cruise among Maine’s bays and islands no less thoroughly than if he were crossing the Atlantic. Good sailors were pessimists by nature, he often said; they expected the unexpected and provided for the worst, which was sure to come, if not today, then tomorrow, if not tomorrow, then the day after. Small things—say, a sewing palm, needle, and canvas patches for repairing torn sails—could spell the difference between a pleasant voyage and a miserable one, even in extreme circumstance between life and death. At sea, the little kingdoms that were vessels really could be lost for want of a nail.

He returned to the afterdeck with a tin of salt cod and a pilot cracker. Double Eagle’s tender, slung from the taffrail davit, received his inspection, and then Nathaniel was given the same critical scrutiny, from tousled black hair to bare feet.

Then Cyrus, pointing at the shoe on the cabin top: “What’re you planning to do with that?”

“Don’t rightly know, sir. Figured since I went through so much trouble to save it, I might as well keep it.”

His father lowered his gaze, appeared to be reading the label on the tin. POSEIDON BRAND SEAFOODS, GLOUCESTER, MASS. FINEST QUALITY, it said, alongside a picture of the god of the sea, trident in hand.

“Can’t think of too many things more useless than one shoe for a man who still has two feet,” Cyrus said.

Was that just an observation? Or did it mean that Nathaniel was supposed to deep-six the shoe?

“No, sir. Don’t suppose there is.”

“Had shipmates on the Brooklyn that wasn’t true of, after Mobile Bay. One shoe did them just fine and there was the gunner’s mate—”

“Yes, sir. Tim Lockwood. You’ve—”

Nathaniel fell silent, having received a sleety stare for interrupting.

“Tim wouldn’t have needed even the one if he’d lived,” Cyrus resumed.

“Yes, sir. We know. You—”

“Watched him die. Watched the light go out of his eyes, same as you would see it go out of a lamp.” With a jackknife, he pried the key on the tin’s cover, fit the slot into the tip of the metal band, and opened the container, releasing an oily smell. “Tim was on the table next to me, down in sick bay. Sick bay”—a low, bitter snort—“Slaughterhouse is what it was. Yes, an abattoir of human flesh.”

“The Brooklyn took sixty hits”—Nathaniel, to show he knew the facts about the battle, and also to forestall a repetition of the same old war story.

“Fifty-nine,” Drew corrected.

Cyrus fastidiously broke the pilot cracker into four equal parts, laid a piece of cod on each, and passed out three.

“If there was more of us on board, reckon you’d have to perform a miracle of loaves and fishes—should say, crackers and fishes,” said Eliot, his attempt to change the mood falling flat because it verged on the impious. He paused and put on a serious expression—never an easy thing for him.

“So did you find everything shipshape, Father? Squared away and all Gloucester fashion?”

Cyrus chewed, swallowed, cleaned his teeth with the tip of his tongue. Rising, he stood with one hand resting on the gallows frame in which the main boom was crutched, and then asked Eliot back:

“Shipshape, you say?” He removed his hat to wipe the sweatband, even though it wasn’t a hot morning, and the exposure of his partly bald skull, the gray hairs on his temples showing bright silver in the unsparing sunlight, seemed to age him a decade in a twinkling. “Things are not shipshape, but they will be,” he muttered, almost inaudibly, and spit over the taffrail.

There he remained for a time, showing his sons his back, while he looked at the dock and at the green plain of Mingulay’s lawn rising gently from the seawall toward the house, beneath whose roof half a dozen families could have lived comfortably, beneath whose roof that many families, and possibly more, were going to live, in summers yet to come: all the sons and daughters who would be begotten by those begotten by those begotten by him. So he had told Nathaniel, Eliot, and Drew; so he would tell anyone who asked why he had built so big a house for only himself, his wife, and three children. Not for them alone, he would say, but for those generations of Braithwaites whom he would never see, whose Christian names he never would know.

He hardly stirred, there in the stern of his beloved schooner, contemplating his beloved house, his air as it was at dinner: remote, dark, preoccupied, and a little frightening. After several minutes, he took something from his pocket—it might have been a matchstick—and dropped it overboard. Behind his back, the boys signed their bewilderment to one another with cocks of their heads, squints, and shrugs.

“Slack tide. Ebb soon,” they heard him murmur. He put his hat back on and turned to them, the brim pulled low, as if to eclipse his expression. Still, they could see the change in him: the furrows ironed out of his forehead, his shoulders squared, as if he’d resolved whatever problem he’d been puzzling over these many days. He pulled out his wallet and gave each of them a ten-dollar bill and a quick handshake with a kind of reluctant ceremoniousness, like a general required to give medals to soldiers who don’t deserve them. He drew back a step or two and said:

“You boys are to leave as soon as I’m off this boat. You are not to show your faces until September. That money should last. If it doesn’t, don’t ask for more, because you won’t get it. Understood?”

They said nothing.

“I’ll repeat. You are to set sail on this tide and not show your faces until school starts in the fall.”

He wasn’t smiling, his voice was stern and crisp, as when he ordered a sail trimmed or a change of tack.

“Nat’s the eldest, so he’ll be in charge. Eliot, Drew, you are to listen to him just as you would to me. is that understood?”

They all three nodded, feigning comprehension. He had never given them anything without their earning it twice over, and now, for no reason they could think of, he was giving not merely the run of the ship but the very ship itself, with a summer’s freedom thrown into the bargain. Yet, it was his manner that bemused them most. His mien, his tone of voice, were not those of a father bestowing a reward but of a judge pronouncing sentence, and for Drew, that’s what three months at sea would be.

“Father, I can’t,” he pleaded. “I’ll be sick the whole time.”

For a moment—and this was something the boys perceived as much with their hearts as with their eyes—Cyrus softened a little; his body inclined, almost imperceptibly, toward his youngest son, his hand started to reach out, as if to touch Drew. The moment passed, he dropped his hand and moved forward to the main shrouds.

“Don’t get any ideas about sailing to Boston to see your mother,” he said. “I will be there, and I meant what I said about not seeing your faces. Won’t do you any good to come ashore here, either, in case you get a notion to spend a foul night cozy in your beds. Nobody’ll be here. Not me, not Moira, not Gideon or Mrs. Carter or Dailey. As of today, Mingulay’s closed up for the season. The boat’s your home now. There’s worse. Anything not understood?”

“No, sir,” said Nathaniel, though in fact he understood nothing.

“All right, then.” He grasped a shroud, and swung himself down into the dory. “Cast me off, Nat.”

“Where are you going?”

Before he could answer, Eliot butted in:

“Where are we supposed to go?”

“Boston excepted, wherever the wind and your inclinations take you. Don’t much care.”

“You don’t much care?” Eliot sounded a little indignant and a little fearful. Nathaniel, too, was troubled by the cold sincerity of those last three words.

“One of you cast me off.”

Eliot uncleated the painter and tossed it into the dory. Their father began to pull away, stroke after stroke. With a panicky look, Drew grabbed a shroud and leaned out over the water. Nathaniel thought he was going to dive in and swim after the boat.

“Father?” Drew called. “Father!”

He did not say anything. He rowed.

“Father! Why are you leaving us?”

He laughed then; the only laugh they had heard from him in weeks, and it was as brief as it was bitter.

“It’s a new century, boys. Yes, indeed, a brand-new century,” he shouted, and rowed on, and all they heard then was the squeak of the pins in the oarlocks.
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THE VOYAGE might not have begun that way for Nathaniel, Eliot, and Andrew, but it could have. Telling what could have happened is the best Sybil Braithwaite can do. She will never be able to say “This is how it was” with the historian’s or biographer’s confidence; there isn’t a soul left for her to interview. The people who took part in her story are dust, their memories sucked with their lives into the boundless abyss of the past. Nor is there a wealth of written records, so Sybil has had to fill in the vast empty spaces in the chronicle by making things up, big things as well as little things, like the way the weather was on a given day, how the sky looked, what people said, did, thought, and felt; the clothes they wore. In this way, she has tried to recapture the tenor of a vanished time, to reanimate extinguished lives, and reconstruct what happened that summer ninety-seven years ago. She hopes that her version of events, its archipelagos of fact, connected by long bridges of fiction, is truthful. Imagination, she will tell you (as she’s told me), is not an unreliable sextant, if you’re trying to get a fix on the truth. And in matters relating to her family’s history, she can be very imaginative, possessing a gift (so she claims) that is the opposite of prophesy: on the scantiest evidence—an entry in a diary, an old photograph, a few lines from a letter—she can see things that occurred long before she was born; she hears people, decades in their graves, speaking again, and all with such clarity that she does not seem to be imagining but remembering. She relies on her instincts to tell her if what she imagines (or remembers) is true—not necessarily factual but true. It somehow has to feel right.

The story came to her almost as a rumor, whispered across the decades and arriving in her ear while she was packing to leave New England for good. She heard it from her mother, who had driven over from Brookline to help her sort through her things but didn’t do much except to drink Diet Cokes and chain-smoke and talk about whatever came into her head, darting from topic to topic with such speed that Sybil could no more track the conversation than follow the flight of a hummingbird. Catherine was suffering another attack of what she called “nerves,” either because she had taken herself off lithium (once again) or because her only living daughter was moving across the country to a desert backwater twenty miles off the nearest paved road. When not occupied with a cigarette or a Coke can, her fingers curled her hair, dyed to its original carbon black above its gray roots, or swept across her forehead with hard, sharp strokes, as if she were trying to rub off her freckles—those fossil marks of youth that had acquired the liverish appearance of age spots. After half an hour of seamless improvisational chatter, she paused to rest her emphysemic lungs and fidgety hands. It was then that something (a random connection of manic synapses?) summoned the tale from her memory. Its telling took no more than five or six minutes, her raspy voice and spooky narrative style—Catherine had been raised in New Orleans on legends of Confederate ghosts and bayou witches—making the whole thing sound like sinister gossip best told sotto voce. She finished abruptly, and without stopping for a breath, said she had got the story some years ago from Emily Williams, whose word she trusted, because Emily’s family had been friends with the Braithwaites for so long they were practically relatives. And that was all. She did not volunteer why she had kept the episode to herself until now; when Sybil began to ask the obvious questions, she uttered a litany of “I don’t know”s in a tone of bemused surprise, as if she had never considered those questions herself, then stopped the interrogation with a swatting motion. She’d told as much as she knew, she protested, exactly as she’d heard it from Emily—well, as exactly as memory allowed—and had never thought, much less tried, to find out more. Sybil said she found such lack of curiosity not in keeping with her mother’s inquisitive nature. Catherine drawled teasingly:

“Daughter, one thing I learned in nearly fifty years of marriage is that when it comes to your late father’s family history, some things do not bear looking into too closely.”

The story was like a page torn out of a missing diary. It had a gap in its middle, its beginning suggested an earlier beginning, its ending left the listener suspended, waiting for more. Sybil could only guess at the events that had gone before and come after, could only imagine the larger, longer narrative of which the tale seemed a surviving fragment. But her imagination deserted her; she was too distracted by the clutter of packing boxes, clothes, china, crystal—the detritus of a marriage whose failure she neither regretted nor celebrated, but greeted with a kind of relief. Yet, the tale skipped around the edges of her thoughts all that week, pestered and puzzled her, so a couple of days before the movers were to arrive, she phoned her cousinuncle Myles and asked to see him, the author of an unfinished family history, The Braithwaite Gathering. He had become something like the Lakota shamans who kept winter count—a living repository of tribal memory. For Sybil had often thought the Braithwaites were more a tribe than a family, and more than a tribe, a consanguineous commonwealth of patriarchs and matriarchs, aunts, uncles, first, second, and third cousins. They didn’t have an army, constitution, or formal borders, but they possessed most of the other attributes of a state. They had their own capital at Mingulay (to which Braithwaites still made yearly pilgrimages to renew blood ties and remind themselves of who they were), their own pantheon of heroes, and their own national epic presenting their best image of themselves: They were courageous, perservering, sober, industrious; they made sacrifices on the altar of principle, above all they served—their country, their Protestant God, and the cause of improving humanity. A portion of their saga was contained in books; the rest was oral: stories passed from generation to generation, along with the sets of engraved silverware, the antique vases and furniture, the books and jewelry and paintings. And those narrative heirlooms, remarkably, had changed as little as their physical counterparts over the decades; they were sacred myths, not to be revised carelessly nor allowed to undergo the mutations stories usually do in telling and retelling. Sybil had heard them all her life, and had taken their moral lessons so much to heart that when, as a child, she’d been told to blow out her birthday candles and make a wish, she’d repressed her desires for a new toy or dress or some other girlish frivolity and wished instead for world peace, racial justice, the brotherhood of man. How could she do otherwise, descendant that she was of Silas Braithwaite, the clipper captain who’d stood on deck for forty-eight hours in a gale, refusing to rest or eat until his ship and crew were safely through the storm; of a Connecticut headmaster who had left his green campus to help establish a school in Tombstone, when the Earp brothers were teaching different lessons with six-guns; of Theophilus Braithwaite, a fervent abolitionist who had defied the Fugitive Slave Act and turned his house into a way station on the Underground Railroad; and of Theophilus’s son, Cyrus, who had rejected the chance to have someone go to war in his place? She had not listened to those tales so much as she’d absorbed them into her flesh and marrow, breathed them in and breathed life into them, until the events became as events she had lived through herself, and the ghosts of her forebears as real as people she had known. No likeness of the clipper captain existed, yet she had seen him, long-jawed, long-nosed, bushy-browed, bearing the wind’s wet lash with a martyr’s forbearance (and perhaps, too, with the martyr’s exultation in suffering), and that same inner eye had shown her the runaway slaves huddled in the abolitionist’s cellar, hungry and shivering in the alien New England cold, waiting for final deliverance to Canada, frightened still of the catcher’s hounds whose baying must have been grooved into their very eardrums.

Myles told her to come on up after lunch. She left her house in Chestnut Hill at one, and was in Gloucester an hour and a half later. It was a dull November afternoon, a stagnant overcast veiling the sky and a flawed breeze blowing fitfully up the harbor, its surface ruffled in places, and in other places as slick as an oyster bar exposed at low tide. Main Street was sparsely trafficked, now that tourist season was over, and the wharves were crowded with idle draggers, raised outriggers resembling construction cranes, with long-liners and whale-watching boats tied up for the winter, humpbacks and fins having departed Stellwagen Bank weeks ago to breed in warmer seas. From Main, Sybil turned onto the road to Eastern Point, passing turreted mansions, and then saw Myles’s house, more modest than its neighbors but still substantial, its peeling window frames white against the weathered shingles’ brown, its dark green front door peeling also, and the brass knocker in the shape of an anchor, with the name BRAITHWAITE etched almost invisibly on the shank, tarnished to the color of old mustard.

Corinne answered—Corinne, more massive than ever, smiling as she always did, with her lips only. She raised her flour-dusted hands and arms as explanation and apology for not embracing Sybil, said, “The liberry,” and then returned to the kitchen, her ponderous hips switching under polyester pants stretched to their limit. Sybil hung her coat on the clothes tree in the entry hall and crossed the living room toward Myles’s study, almost tiptoeing so as not to disturb the dead stale immutable quiet of that house. If it hadn’t been for the grandfather clock, ticking in the hall, she would have thought that time itself had been suspended within those walls. The scent she remembered from her girlhood—of roses a day or two past their prime—still permeated the rooms; the same four-masted schooner stood becalmed on the mantelpiece, in air so static that the dust motes glimmering in the dim window light appeared frozen in space, like atoms at absolute zero, and the maroon Persian carpets she had walked on as a child lay under overstuffed chairs and heavy walnut tables occupying the very places they had thirty years ago, the impressions their round, clawed, or square feet had made in the fabric now worn almost through to the oak floors. To Sybil’s mind, the whole place, right down to the kitchen in which Corinne was baking, amid an antiquarium of obsolete appliances, possessed the haunted inertness of a period stage set left with every prop in place long after the play was over.

No, not a thing had changed under that roof except the people who had lived there, and of them, only Corinne and Myles remained, and he didn’t look as though he would remain much longer. He was sitting in his motorized wheelchair, facing the double door to his study, the once dense cumulus atop his head thinned into fine white strands like the mares’ tails that foretell unsettled weather, his torso emaciated, his skin translucent, revealing a system of blue veins and capillaries in his hands and temples. A catheter tube wormed out from under the blanket spread across his lap, against the chill infiltrating through the windows. He had been a collegiate oarsman, a wartime captain of a PT boat, a peacetime minister whose voice had never needed a microphone but had carried from pulpit to rearmost pew on its own power, and now he looked not fragile, but as if the idea of fragility had assumed human form, to warn of the collapse that awaits the most robust of men, if they live long enough. There was only his voice to remind Sybil of the man she had known, booming out a homily or scripture from the elevated pulpit that made him look twice his six feet four. No clergyman in Massachusetts, maybe in all Christendom, could say “God” quite the way Myles could, drawing the first consonant and the vowel into a long rising sonorous note that sounded as if it came from the organ in the choir loft, then adding a syllable to the last consonant with a loud aspiration: GowwWWWDuh. Listening to that GowwWWWDuh echo inside First Congregational, the ten-year-old Sybil used to think that the Almighty Himself was uttering His own name—that voice, which neither begged nor commanded but seized your attention, had not been enfeebled, and was the voice she heard now, greeting her, telling her to take a seat, and after she had (in the leather wing chair that used to be his favorite roost), inquiring about her mother’s health and her own. She said they both were fine (lying somewhat about her mother, who would need an oxygen bottle soon), then asked how he was feeling. How did she suppose? Myles answered, irritably and with a jerk of his head. First stomach cancer, and that no sooner conquered than a stroke crippled him. He was a dead man from the waist down and well on his way toward becoming one from the waist up.

“You’re not dying just yet, Cousinuncle,” she said, thinking how silly she sounded, addressing him at thirty-eight the way she had as a child.

“Of course I am! So are you, for that matter. I’m just a good ways further down the pike. State your business, Sybil. When you’re in the shape I’m in, you don’t have the time or patience for idle chitchat.”

“It’s about him.”

Her line of sight rose toward the portrait of her great-grandfather hanging over the fireplace, he in a nautical cap and coat that bore none of the showy braid and brass of the yachtsman he became later in his life but was the plain uniform of the working sea captain he had been when the portrait was painted. He looked to be in his mid-thirties, with a beard the color of brick dust and the neck and shoulders of a man capable of giving you as much trouble as you could ask for, and maybe some that you hadn’t yet thought of. The knuckles of his raw, brown hands rested on a quarterdeck’s rail and his eyes were of a shade and chill opacity that always reminded Sybil of seasmoke. The artist hadn’t depicted them according to the conventions of the day, fixed on a far-off horizon, but glaring sidelong and slightly downward with contempt and rebuke, as if Cyrus had been captured at the moment he’d noticed a shirking sailor on the deck below. The angle of his glance was such that it seemed to meet Sybil’s; and so vividly had his expression been rendered that she could put herself in the goldbricking sailor’s shoes as he looked up at his captain, from whom he could surely expect more justice than mercy.

“What about him?” asked Myles.

And she told him she had heard that Cyrus, one summer morning in the century’s infancy, banished his three teenage sons to sea, cast them out onto the broad ocean in a sailboat, warning them not to show their faces again until September, giving them less explanation than a tyrant would have offered prisoners condemned to a convict island; that is to say, no explanation whatsoever. They weighed anchor, and except for a letter Eliot had written to their mother, there was no word from or about them until August, when a cable from the U.S. Legation in Havana was delivered to Cyrus. There the tale got murky. Sybil’s mother had only vague knowledge about what the telegram said, something to the effect that his sons were stranded in Cuba without a dime or a vessel, something about a dreadful storm, a shipwreck, injuries, and an urgent plea to Cyrus to wire money for passage home. But Cyrus responded to it with a silence as complete and inexplicable as the silence of God when He chooses not to answer the most desperate petition.

“Okay, Sybil, what are these theatrics?” Myles grumbled, in interruption. “Don’t presume on the Deity.”

“I’m not presuming, just telling it the way Mama told it.”

“Your mother’s a wonderful woman, but you know her penchant for histrionics. They’re all that way down in Uncle Remusland. ‘The silence of God’ … Really …”

All right, forget Catherine’s figures of speech, Sybil continued. The fact was, Cyrus did not answer the cable, and that was as much as she had been told.

Myles turned toward the middle of the three windows, set like triptych panels in the bayed wall of the study, his gaze wandering outside to land on something far away, beyond the dull lawn whereon oak leaves flew, settled, and flew again, beyond the tin-colored harbor intermittently rippled by the fluky wind that set the leaves in motion.

“Our family’s full of these misty yarns, what’s so special about this one?”

“Why would a man toss his sons onto a small boat?…”

“If it was Double Eagle, it wasn’t all that small,” Myles said, and gave her dimensions and said there was an old photograph
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