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A NOTE ON TIME
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Because position readings were taken at the sun’s highest point, a ship’s day in the seventeenth century began and ended at noon rather than midnight. Thus 11 a.m. was the same date as 11 p.m. the previous day.

Each twenty-four hour period was divided into six four hour watches:

noon to 4 p.m.—Afternoon Watch;

4 p.m. to 8 p. m.—Dogwatch;

8 p.m. to midnight—First Watch;

midnight to 4 a.m.—Middle Watch;

4 a.m. to 8 a.m.—Morning Watch;

8 a.m. to noon—Forenoon Watch.

The Dogwatch was subdivided into First and Second to allow supper to be taken. Changes in watches were measured by a half-hour sand glass which the ship’s boy turned eight times per watch. The watch changes were announced by a bell.

On a larger scale, the year in Robert Bylot and Henry Hudson’s day was reckoned to begin on March 25, Lady Day, and not January 1. In addition, the old Julian calendar was still in use and this was eleven days short of the Gregorian calendar that we use. Thus, aboard the Discovery, the Forenoon Watch on February 1, 1611 measured in the old style at sea would correspond to February 13, 1612 measured on land in the new style.
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MELANOSIS
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Robert Bylot sat in a high-backed wooden chair, a threadbare blanket wrapped around his shoulders, waiting for death. His head was surrounded by unkempt white hair and a five day growth of beard, and his wrinkled skin sagged as if already beginning its inevitable decay. He had eaten a light supper of antipasto, a habit from the continent which his aged digestion found much suited to its taste, and was chewing on a freshening finger of fennel as he settled his stiff bones by the low fire to warm them before sleep beckoned.

Bylot’s life had been long and, by the autumn of 1669, he was ready for it to end. He yearned to slip quietly into the next world, but life clung to him like the wisps of white hair on his head. Each night he went to bed wondering if the temporary death of sleep would be but the antechamber to eternity. Each morning he awoke to the noises on the street outside reminding him that he had to face another day. It was always a disappointment, but never a surprise.

In the empty years since Penelope’s death and the fire that had destroyed his beloved city, Bylot had experienced a growing sense that his journey was not complete. Something was missing. Some event or revelation that would assuage his guilt, make meaningful the jumbled events of his life and allow him to rest. If this was not the case, why then was he being allowed to live so long past his allotted span?

As he waited, lonely in his meagre rooms on Wapping High Street, close by the river on which he had launched so many of his dreams, Bylot wondered what this event might be, what form it would take and when it would arrive. He never suspected that it would be heralded by a simple knock on his door.

At first, Bylot was loathe to answer the knock. He was as comfortable as he ever was these days and did not wish to descend the stairs to the noisome street simply to face some drunken sailor who had mistook his door for one of a pleasure house. But the sound was persistent. Grumbling, Bylot rose stiffly, descended the narrow, creaking stairs and peered out on the cold night. A light, wetting rain fell and, nearby, Bylot could hear the water of the Thames lapping against its banks.

“Master Bylot?” the hooded figure on the step asked.

“Aye” Bylot responded, “who wishes to know?”

“Master Bylot, explorer, and lately Mate on the bark Discovery?”

“Aye. Much lately I fear, but that is I.” Bylot was intrigued now by his mysterious visitor. He had not been called an explorer in many years and mention of the Discovery brought back memories he would rather have left buried.

“I bring a wondrous document from afar. Would you indulge my entry from this damnable night?” The voice was soft but clear. It suggested some intelligence, yet possessed an element of low cunning. Bylot suspected it was not unfamiliar with cajoling and flattery, often to its own benefit.

“Come in,” Bylot said stepping aside. It was not his habit to allow strangers into his small home, especially in the dead of night, but the man’s reference to the past interested him and he was beyond caring what evil might befall his frail body.

The man entered and the pair climbed to Bylot’s apartments in silent darkness. There, in the dim light of the fire, the visitor removed his cloak and hood to reveal the shabby attire of a sailor. The garb surprised Bylot. The tone of voice had led him to suspect the clothing more of a gentleman, or at least of a street charlatan. With the flickering fire behind his visitor, Bylot could make out little of the man’s features, but his posture suggested that he was examining his host intently. Feeling at a disadvantage, Bylot indicated the spare chair by the hearth.

When both were settled, Bylot took his turn examining the man. He was close to thirty years of age and had a care-worn, clean-shaven, squarish face topped by prematurely thinning brown hair. His eyes were a pale, watery blue and they regarded Bylot with an expression of smiling superiority. There was to the mouth an almost feminine cast and the lips were continually moistening by darts of a sharp tongue. The man carried a small bundle, wrapped in oil-cloth in his right hand.

“What is your name and what do you want with me?”

“I am Robert Gilby,” the man began, “but newly returned from the northern wilderness of the Americas in the ketch Nonsuch under the Captaincy of Zachariah Gillam.”

“I have heard of your voyage. In search of trade in furs to compete with the French were you not?”

“Aye, and with some fair measure of attainment too.”

“That is not what I heard. The word is that your sponsors will not retire on the proceeds of this voyage. How then, with no profit to show, can you count a commercial venture a success?”

“The attainment is not in and of itself but rather in that it proved what is possible. The success is in the future this endeavour will lead to—but it is little concern of mine what befalls some company of adventurers. I simply voyaged as a diversion.”

Bylot wondered who that diversion had left in London searching vainly for stolen purses or lost honour.

“I did my work,” Gilby continued, “counted my pay as profit, and saw something of that part of the world. In truth, I saw much of interest and not a little that leads me here to this business tonight.”

“And what business might it be that would concern me?”

Gilby regarded his host shrewdly for a long moment. “Since you have heard of our voyage, you will know well enough that we over-wintered in the sea called for Thomas Button or sometime your first master, Henry Hudson?”

Bylot nodded.

“Well, ‘tis a God forsaken place and no mistake. We built a fort from the logs abundant there by a river we named Rupert on the shores of the bay named for old Captain James. We built in part upon the foundations of a rude dwelling said by some to have been constructed by Englishmen some sixty years previous. I think you know of this place?”

Bylot’s mind flashed back to the winter of 1610. A ship lay, drawn up upon a barren shore, beside a rough timbered house from which a thin stream of smoke escaped. Discarded equipment lay all around, poking blackly through the blanket of snow. Bent, ragged figures went about a variety of tasks. A tall figure in a fur-collared coat stood some way off and gazed across the ice to the west.

“I might,” Bylot said noncommittally.

“Well,” Gilby went on, “the season became wondrous cold, but we were well victualed and passed a snug enough time. Come spring the local savages came in trade and we filled our holds with an abundance of fine beaver pelts. The best kind we found were those already worn, for then the coarse hair was naturally eroded, leaving but the fine and saving one step for the hat maker. I fear there will be some savages who will feel the chill winds this winter for want of an extra layer of pelts.”

“I am glad of your comfort and thank you for this lesson in the milliner’s arts, but I do not see that it should be a concern of mine.”

“Patience,” the man continued through a lopsided smile which exposed several broken teeth. “All things come to those who wait.

“We traded with upwards of ten score savages this spring past. We were never without sight of some and they took to entering our dwellings most inconveniently before Captain Gillam discouraged them. They were peaceable enough and I took to observing them for interest's sake.

“One in particular caught my eye. He was an old man, much about your own years I would judge, bent near double with the cares of a harsh life in the wilderness. He drew no attention to himself, yet he was in constant attendance upon our dealings. Every day he could be found off to one side, watching, with no greater presence than a mote caught in the corner of one’s eye. I took to being heedful of his attitude and movements. None of our doings escaped him, and yet he took no part nor seemed to wish for more than simply to observe.

“At length, he noticed my attention to him. Rather than being a discouragement, my curiosity seemed to please him and he attached himself to me where possible, at a goodly distance but always there. I neither threatened nor encouraged, preferring to await what would.

“We completed our trade as the ice departed from the shore and we organized for our return. The old man was so much a common part of the surroundings that I rarely gave him a moment’s thought, busy as I was with preparations for sail.

“On the morning of the tide that was to bear us away to a home all were eager enough to see again, a large number of savages; men, women and children, both old and young, congregated in their primitive finery to bid us farewell. I was busy with bundle of pelts some little distance from my companions when I became aware of the old man by my side, much closer than previous. I stopped work and looked directly at him. He was swarthy as any savage and certainly the owner of their unpleasant odour. He was dressed in their habit of leggings and a loose shirt of animal hide. He had a rough leather pouch hanging from a belt around his waist. His hair was grey and long and plastered down with some foul-smelling animal fat. He shuffled towards me, as I suspected, for one last chance to beg for trinkets and baubles.”

Gilby paused here in his story. Bylot fidgeted with impatience. The location his visitor spoke of had long held a place in his heart and Bylot almost envied him his journey there. “What did he want?”

“I see you wish to hear my tale now,” Gilby said with a suggestion of a sneer on his lips. “You shall, and then we will see about some business.

“The old man approached until he was as near as I am to you. I would have been loathe to allow such a close approach had I not taken an interest in the man, so I stood my ground and waited. I have seen many wonders in my travels, but what transpired next surprised even me. Instead of the begging hand or the offered worthless tool, the old man spoke, and not the sing-song gibberish of his people, but the King’s English.”

Gilby paused once more to increase his effect. Bylot’s mind was a turmoil of possibilities. The past was roaring back to overwhelm him, but what did it mean? “For God’s sake, what did he say?”

Gilby smiled and tortured him more. “It was not easy to understand his rude speech—at first, I did not even recognize it as my own language, so rough and arcane was its mode—but with repetition, I began to make something out of it. The first thing he said was, ‘Did any live?’”

“What did he mean by that?” Bylot interrupted.

“I know not,” Gilby replied. “I asked, but got no response other than repetition of the phrase wrapped in the gibberish of the savage tongue. I fear that a life in the wilds had unhinged his mind.”

“Was anything else he said intelligible?”

“Little that I could make out with certainty. There were a few words and phrases I could understand with effort; ‘Desire Provoketh,’ ‘God’s Mercy,’ and ‘Michaelmass’ were most often repeated, but meant nothing to me. There were also sounds which might have been attempts at our speech, I suspected I heard ‘discovery’ at one place in his discourse but it was not repeated. The old man seemed particularly keen that I learn his name even though it meant as little to me as the others I had heard. The savages thereabouts place much stock in names and exchange them freely amongst each other and with strangers.”

“What was his name?”

“As close as I could make out and transposed into the spelling we found most useful for recording the utterances of the savages for trade, it was Dja-khu-tsan.”

“And he uttered nothing else?”

“Nothing, but repetition of what I have told you and the unintelligible language of his people.

“Now that I was over my surprise at his first words, I saw he was nothing but an old mind-weakened savage. Truly, he must have had some contact with an English party and had picked up a few words with which he was trying to impress me, but it was also obvious that I could learn nothing of import from him.

“I turned to go, as it was near the turn of the tide. As I did so, the old man reached forward and grabbed my arm. His grip was surprisingly strong, his fingers like the thin talons of a large bird. I was annoyed at him laying on a hand and I turned back, raising my free hand to strike him away. My blow never fell. Certainly the man cowered away in fear, but he did not loose his grip and his other hand offered me a book. This book.”

Gilby held up the package he had been keeping by his side. Bylot reached over to take it, but he drew it back.

“Not yet,” he said. “This is the hub of the business I would conduct with you, by which we shall both profit, and I would finish my tale.”

Bylot doubted whether his profit was much in Gilby’s mind. None-the-less, he nodded acquiescence.

“Well,” Gilby sat back deliberately, placed the package in plain view on the arm of his chair, and locked his fingers together below his chin. “I at once realized the possible import of what the old man held. It was not of savage generation, they having no writing to speak of, therefore it must have come to this place through abandonment or loss by some explorer. As I knew, Captain James suffered no loss in this region. Unless it were some unrecorded voyager, the only other civilized visitors to these parts had been the unfortunate Master Hudson greater than a half-century previous. That expedition I knew had been surrounded by much mystery. If this document, so strangely offered to me in the wilderness, held any answers to those mysteries, I might be able to derive some benefit from it.

“Not wishing to weaken the position of my bargaining through informing the savage of my interest in what he held, I retained a stern appearance and spoke harshly to the effect that he should unhand me forthwith. To my surprise he did so and, to my even greater surprise, he made no attempt to bargain, but placed the book in my hand, turned away, as I thought with a sad expression on his visage, and shuffled off into the trees. I placed the book from sight, completed my chore and made way back to my companions.

“I was, I frankly admit, excited by this odd turn of events, yet, what with the bustle of setting sail and the cramped confines of our quarters which precluded any privacy, we were several days at sea before I found the opportunity to even examine my new possession in security.”

Again Gilby paused. Bylot’s mind was racing. "Desire Provoketh," "God’s Mercy," and "Michaelmass" were all names he remembered only too well. They were names given by Henry Hudson to features he discovered all those years ago. “Discovery” was the name of Hudson’s ship. The savage could only have come by them from contact with one of Hudson's crew. And the book—Bylot had not seen it, yet he was certain what it was. It was his past come back to haunt him. A deep past, one buried beneath the equanimity of his life with Penelope. But Penelope was gone and now this man and this book were here, like a ruined city of the ancients, buried and forgotten in sand until its streets and walls are uncovered by wind.

Bylot was disgusted by Gilby’s utter lack of interest in anything other than a profit, yet he was in his power. This was what he had been waiting for, but he had to sit and endure Gilby’s silly games. With a remarkable effort, Bylot sat stone-faced preparing himself for what he knew was coming. Eventually, Gilby continued.

“I am not well-versed in the arts of reading,” he said. “I can decipher a broadsheet or the Lord Mayor’s proclamation well enough, better than some I daresay, and in my line of work, that has always more than sufficed.” Gilby licked his lips and leered across at Bylot. “After all, my usual acquaintances are more familiar with the card and blade than Master Spenser’s Faerie Queen.

“None-the-less, upon examining the old native’s book, I immediately apprehended its import. It has been much ill-used over the years, not being placed with its companions in some learned man’s library press. Much is stained, many words are now unreadable even to those more skilled than I, and entire pages are destroyed by the vicissitudes of fate. Still and all, what little I could decipher convinced me that it is of some value.

“Upon my return, I planned to seek out some antiquarian of wealth who might be prepared to part with a few crowns for the privilege of reading these pages. However, chance placed me one night in the company of some friends in the Pie Tavern. I was, I admit, the worse for too much ale and porter and was elaborating upon my late voyage to all who would listen. I of course did not mention my find, but one old patron listened with uncommon attention. As I finished my tale, he approached and engaged me in conversation. It seems that the tavern was close by where you once lived and you also were much in the habit of confiding your adventures to this very same person. Thus it was that I learned of your continued tenure on this Earth and conceived of the idea of our current business. You are not an easy man to find Master Bylot but, as you see, I have sought you out.”

“What is the book?” Bylot asked with scarcely controlled impatience, although he was convinced he already knew the answer. Part of his mind was back, fifty-eight years in the past. He had just entered the Great Cabin at the stern of the Discovery and was standing before the table on which lay the mysterious map that had led to so many of their troubles. Henry Hudson, hunched over and looking gaunt and older than his years, sat across from him dressed in the long red coat with the fur collar that he habitually wore.

“Ah, Robert. I was about to send for you,” Hudson intoned in a voice shorn of all feeling. “I have a favour to ask of you.”

“Anything.”

“Will you keep this safe for me?” Hudson stood shakily and handed Bylot a book.

“Certainly. But why can you not keep it with your charts and papers?”

“I fear these are uncertain times. You will stand by me, Robert?”

“Of course.”

“Good.”

A wave of guilt swept over Bylot as he thought how poorly he had carried out that promise to his old friend.

“Oh!” said Gilby with feigned surprise, interrupting Bylot’s memories, “have I not mentioned that. How remiss. Here, read for yourself.” He unwrapped the book and held it forward. Bylot fixed his glasses on his nose and leaned forward. His heart raced dangerously fast in his old breast.

The cover of the book was dark and heavily stained. It took Bylot a moment to adjust his eyes to the contrast, but he could soon make out words written upon the cover in quill and ink in a curling hand. It was a hand he recognized. Some letters were unreadable, but Bylot could guess them well enough from memory.

“I see from your expression that I have come to the right person. Surely this volume must be worth a few guineas. They will not mean much to such as yourself, but will greatly ease the lot of a poor sailor like myself. Shall we say 5 guineas?”

It was outrageous, but Bylot was too weak to argue. Rising and shuffling dazedly to the other room he retrieved his purse, extracted the required sum and returned.

“Damn you, Gilby. You are a thief and a villain, and you deserve not one farthing of this money, yet I will pay it none-the-less, if only to see the memory of brave men preserved.”

Gilby laughed. “Aye, if you wish. I care not what you do with these old scratched words.”

Bylot handed over the money and Gilby placed the journal in his shaking hands.

“Now be gone. You have caused enough upset to memory for one night.”

“Well, I believe I shall be on my way.” Gilby stood and retrieved his cloak. “I thank you Master Bylot and I shall toast your health afore non.”

Then he was gone. A quick blast of cold air from the street door and Bylot was alone. No, not alone. He would never be alone again. Too many ghosts had been released. They hovered around Bylot’s rooms, tormenting him and dragging him back into the past.

Bylot saw Hudson’s face, looking up at him from the open boat as it drifted farther away amongst the ice floes. Obviously the old savage of Gilby’s acquaintance had had some contact with Hudson’s ill-fated party after they had disappeared from the ken of civilized men. Bylot could imagine the desperate conversation of starving men eager to trade for food. It was not difficult to understand how the names told by Hudson could become imbued over the years with some savage magic and remembered long after they had been pointed out and told from a rude map. What he found less understandable and more disturbing was the phrase “Did any live?” How had that survived across the years in the mind of a savage? To whom did it refer if uttered, as it must have been, by one of Hudson’s party? Was it simply a meaningless phrase retained parrot-fashion and regurgitated with the others, or did it carry some other meaning from the past? It disturbed Bylot because it echoed something that someone else had said to him and which he had remembered every day of his long life since.

A second wave of guilt swept over Bylot. There were so many questions. Could Henry Hudson and some of his men have survived one more winter? Did they sit, desperate, starving skeletons, on the barren shore of Michaelmass Bay in the summer of 1612 and watch in vain for the ship that Bylot had promised would come? Did they curse him as he cursed himself? Did they, in their final desperate moments, guess that it was the dream that had drawn them all there that had seduced Bylot from his promise and led to their betrayal and abandonment?

Bylot gazed into the embers of the dying fire. The white ash where it cooled was like snow—the snow that blanketed the ice floes that dotted the grey swells around a ship and covered the heaving deck. Bylot stood, wrapped against the cold, and gazed resolutely forward—to the west. He would not—could not—look south where the same snow might be covering the shivering bodies of a tiny group of his closest friends.
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Abacuck Prickett appeared beside Bylot in the bow of the Discovery. “You do not think to turn us south, Master Bylot?”he said with a sneer. Prickett was a skinny, rat-faced man, who managed to look thin and edgy, even when heavily bundled against the biting wind.

“Captain Button is in command,” Bylot replied tersely.

“In name, aye, but you know as well as I that he is but the figurehead untainted by mutiny and that he will do your bidding. You carry the authority of Smythe and the others.”

“And who employs you, Prickett?” Bylot asked, turning to face the other man.

Prickett’s thin mouth curled into something resembling a smile. “I look to myself, Master Bylot, as should we all.”

“And that is why you created that abominable fiction to replace Master Hudson’s true journal?”

“I would play Pilate to that. This deck beneath our feet is true, as are those waves that march at us from the west. For the rest, I cannot say what will be, and what has been can ne’er be recaptured. As men, we form the world to our needs, should we treat the past any differently?”

“Where our lies impugn the names of honourable men, we should.”

“Honourable men? Who is honourable? The money-grubbing Smythe? The mystical, mad Greene? The self-serving Juet? Even yourself?

“You stand here now, pulled to the south where men who believed your promise of a year past may, at this moment, await in hope your arrival. To save them would be honourable, but you will not. You are headed west and will continue so, for that way lies the answer to your dream. You will dissemble. You will say to yourself that in heading west, you are answering Hudson’s dream too. That your duty is to reach his goal rather than waste our chance on a wild goose chase after men who are already dead. Is that the honourable course?

“However much you tell yourself now that it is, should you outlive the sum of Methuselah, you will always ask, ‘Did any live?’”

Now that question had returned to haunt him, just as Prickett had said it would. And, just as Prickett had said he would, Bylot had continued sailing west in that summer of 1612. Tears filled the old man’s eyes, although whether they were from his remembering or from long staring into the fire, he was not certain.

Undoubtedly, the remembering was painful. Vivid images of the tortured voyage home in the summer of 1611 were still preternaturally fresh—Wilson, Thomas and Perce hacked to death by savages; Greene lingering for days, unable to speak as the arrow wound in his throat festered; eating feathers and candle grease in a desperate attempt to gain sustenance; the horrified expressions on the faces of the Irish fishermen who found the eight ghost-like survivors on their blood-soaked, rotting ship.

Even after that, the winter following had been the most confusing of Bylot’s life. The threat of the hangman loomed, but Bylot had not cared. There was little enough left to attract him to this mortal coil after that tumultuous two years. But Prickett saved all their lives.

As the ragged survivors stood before Sir Thomas Smythe in the main hall of the Marshalsea Prison in the autumn of 1611, the call for their deaths was universal. It was only a question of a swift trial and a public noose. They had revolted against their ship’s master, cast him and eight others adrift to face almost certain death. It was true that they had apportioned, sometimes justifiably, the lion’s share of the blame for leading the insurrection to those who had died on the return journey, but that did not alter their state. The law was certain. On board ship the captain was God and to stand against him was death.

Bylot had stood aside, almost a disinterested observer, as Mathew, Edward Wilson and Bond had pleaded for mercy, citing their minor role in the mutiny or their concerns with Hudson’s actions. Bylot was reflecting on man’s need to strive for life, however doomed the attempt might be, when Prickett stepped forward. He was a murderer and the main surviving mutineer and deserved above all the others to hang.

“You cannot send us to the hangman,” he said boldly.

All conversation ceased and Smythe stared hard at Prickett who stood to the fore, a half smile on his thin lips.

“Well Master Prickett,” Smythe said, “I am a man of business and see little profit in stretching your necks, but ‘cannot’? The law is clear and I am not above that.”

“But the king is.”

“You would call His Majesty into this? What arrogant presumption causes you to think that he will take an interest in the sad doings of some ragged sailors?”

“The prosperity and security of the nation,” Prickett said calmly. “These men you see in this room, hold upon their shoulders the most valuable heads in England. To extinguish the flame of reason that burns within each would be a calumny of the first order.”

All eyes were fixed on Prickett who seemed to be enjoying the moment.

“What nonsense do you speak?” Smythe asked. “You are but a rabble of mutineers. I might warrant that you had some cause for your actions but that is no concern of the king. Speak plainly or it shall be the worse for you.”

“The worse for men about to be hanged?” Prickett asked sarcastically. He continued before Smythe had time to express an indignant reply. “Henry Hudson was correct. The Furious Overfall does lead to the shores of Cathay.”

Bylot gasped involuntarily. Hudson was dead or dying because the mutineers, Prickett among them, had not believed they were on the verge of breaking through to the Pacific Ocean.

“You have in this room,” Prickett went on, “men who, in the matter of the Northwest Passage to Cathay, are more versed than Frobisher, Davis, or even Drake himself. We have traversed the Furious Overfall, a feat none other has accomplished. These men before you have felt waves from Cathay lift the hull beneath their feet. They have smelled air perfumed with the odour of spices. No others have achieved so much, nor could yet achieve so much more again.”

“Why then did you not achieve your glorious goals last summer?”

“Because men are weak and flawed. They fear the unknown and, without a Columbus or Drake to lead them, they doubt the possibilities. Juet and Greene were such and Hudson was no Drake.”

“So you say you were within an ace of glory, but weakness, on the part of those conveniently silent, prevented its achievement?”

“Not within an ace,” Prickett said smoothly, ignoring the jibe on the dead Juet and Greene. “Henry Hudson was no Drake at the figures either. He thought to be at the western coast of the Americas, to the north of Spanish California and somewhere in the region of Drake’s, Nova Albion.

“In truth he had farther to go. Too far, with the sickness and starvation we had.”

Bylot and the others watched Prickett’s performance in silence. It was a masterful blending of fact, half-truth and lie, but it seemed to be building an edifice that was intriguing Smythe.

“And what makes you think I, or the king, should believe that you would do better?” Smythe asked.

“Three things. First.” Prickett began counting off on his fingers. “Our mistake was in turning south when we exited the Furious Overfall. That enmeshed us in the bays and islands of a barren coast, trapped us too late in the year and forced us to endure the winter that caused so many of our woes.

“Had we but set course west, we should have discovered the outlet we sought or, at least, have come upon the northernmost coast of the Americas far enough on, that to round the northwest cape would have been a matter of some ease.”

Smythe nodded thoughtfully as Prickett checked a second finger.

“A return through the Overfall would be led by an expert and one of the greatest navigators of our age.”

“Who?” Smythe asked.

Prickett turned to his companions and theatrically threw out a hand. “Robert Bylot.”

Bylot was stunned. He began to stammer a response, but Prickett held up his hand to silence him.

“Robert Bylot performed admirably as Hudson’s Mate in those waters. None other who performed that duty yet lives. But what is more, he single-handedly brought the Discovery safe home though the many perils of violent storm and savage attack with a rotten ship and a starving, short-handed crew. It was a feat little short of miraculous.”

Smythe looked long and hard at Bylot who wanted to deny the overblown rhetoric, but had no wish to undermine Prickett’s flow. Before the silence grew too long, Prickett returned his gaze to Smythe and checked a third finger.

“And finally, I have seen a map.”

Every head in the room snapped around to stare at Pricket. Bylot’s mind reeled, a map, or more strictly, two maps, were the threads that had woven men’s greed into a sack that had held only disaster. Bylot thought he had seen the last of them, but here was Prickett bringing them up again—and which map did he mean?

“A map?” Smythe asked.

“Yes, a portolan, or rather a copy of one, that showed the outlet to the Southern Ocean, to the west of our location.”

“You have this map?”

“No.” Prickett managed to put a regretful tone in his voice. “It was Juet’s and, although I searched the ship after his death, I could find no trace of it.”

“How convenient,” Smythe said sarcastically. “Why should I believe you?”

“Because,” Prickett’s smile broadened, “Master Bylot has seen the map too.”

Now all eyes fixed on Bylot. Calmly, he stared back. He knew now which map Prickett referred to. What he had said about it wasn’t the whole truth but the glimpse of a possible future had rekindled Bylot's interest in life. If he didn't wish to hang, his role now was clear.

“I have seen it.” Bylot swallowed hard. “It was rough, but it showed an outlet to the northwest of where we wintered in Michaelmass Bay. I believe Master Prickett is correct and that a westerly course from the Furious Overfall would lead a well-handled ship direct towards it.”

“And why did Juet not share this with Hudson?”

“Juet aimed to profit from the map,” Prickett went on smoothly. “To do so, he held it secret until he judged the time to be right in order to extract the maximum profit from any transaction.”

Smythe nodded thoughtfully. “I do not trust you Prickett, but you have given me much to think on. I shall ponder farther and see what is to be done.”

As Smythe left, Prickett turned to Bylot and winked conspiratorially.

As soon as they were on their own, the condemned men fell to arguing over their likely fate. Would Prickett's performance and the mention of a lost map be enough to save their lives? Bylot kept silent. He was convinced they would live. He had seen the mysterious map. What's more, he knew that Smythe had seen copies of at least parts of it. The temptations of fame, glory and wealth would be too much for the avaricious businessman.

So it proved. Smythe had done much that had led directly to Bylot agonizing on the bow of the Discovery in the summer of 1612 instead of swinging from the Tyburn gallows. Not only had he convinced the powers that be to ignore, for the moment, the consequences of mutiny, but he had put together funds to refurbish the Discovery and finance the voyage.

The orders were to traverse the Furious Overfall and sail due west to round the northwest cape of the Americas before crossing the Pacific to Cathay. So sure were they of success that Captain Button carried a letter of introduction to the Emperor of Cathay from King James.

A secondary purpose had been to rescue any of Hudson’s crew who might survive, but Smythe had made certain that Bylot understood that this was just for public consumption and was in no way to interfere with the main purpose.

None-the-less, as Prickett had pointed out, Bylot was in de facto command and perfectly capable of altering course to search for his friends. He hadn’t, convincing himself that none could indeed have survived a second winter with no supplies or shelter, but the main purpose had turned out to be a wild goose chase too.

After days on open water, they saw land, not trending east to west as they had hoped, but north to south. They followed the coast north until winter forced them into a river they named Nelson for the Sailing Master. Many, including Nelson, died that awful winter of ship's fever, scurvy and simple want. In 1612, the ragged remnants completed the circuit of the great bay, proving that it was not an open ocean, before returning home.

Bylot was distraught. He had ignored the course his conscience had told him to search for a glory that had turned to ashes in his mouth. Even Prickett’s rationale that the voyage was a success in that it had discovered much and had saved their necks from being stretched was no comfort. His low mood was compounded by the honours showered on Button who was knighted, made an admiral and died a wealthy, respected man. Even Hudson's great bay was known by Button's name for many years.

Bylot sank into a miserable haze of wine and low company. Even his chances at redemption, two further voyages as pilot under the captaincy of William Baffin, saw his considerable accomplishments and achievements placed under Baffin’s name because the taint of mutiny still hovered around him.

The eventual trial and acquittal in 1618 of the surviving mutineers, brought no comfort. The redemption Bylot prayed for, and much more than he deserved, came two years after.
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One spring day in 1620, Bylot was leaving his dwellings on his way to the docks where he habitually spent many hours watching the trade vessels arrive and depart like so many busy ants. Eventually, the hope of their leaving and the promise of their return depressed him so much that he had need of solace in one of the many taverns that dotted the area. It had been many months since he had gone to bed sober.

As he stepped onto the street, he was met by a messenger, identified and presented with a note commanding him to attend at the rooms of Katherine Hudson.

His instinctive reaction was to tear up the note and continue on his familiar daily round of forgetting. Since his return, Bylot had avoided Henry Hudson’s widow like the plague. He had met her once, before the voyage of 1610. She was approaching middle age at that time, but still full of vigour and vim. She was a tall woman with striking red hair and a commanding presence. As a friend of her husband’s, she had treated Bylot most pleasantly, but with a certain reservation that Bylot put down to a dissatisfaction at Hudson setting off on yet another voyage away from his family. In fact there was more to it and it was only later that Bylot discovered that Katherine had been held virtual hostage against Hudson’s completion of his task to Smythe’s satisfaction.

Bylot’s guilt had held him away from Katherine, even though he knew he might give her some comfort with his knowledge of her husband’s last hours in human ken. Now he decided to go to her because a part of him, buried deep beneath the alcohol and self-pity, recognized that this might be a chance at redemption. Perhaps, if Katherine forgave him, that absolution might lessen his guilt and enable him to live life again.

So, it was with considerable trepidation and faint hope that he overcame countless reasons why he should simply fall into a tavern and presented himself at the widow’s modest, three story brick house close under the walls of the Tower. He was not prepared for what occurred.

Katherine, now near fifty years of age, welcomed Bylot formally and apologized for her inability to offer him better hospitality than the glass of weak wine that he was given.

“I have not shared my father’s wealth,” she explained.

Bylot did not pursue what she meant. Instead, he launched into a reminiscence of his time with Henry Hudson, assuming this was what she wanted to hear.

“I did not ask you here for tales of my husband’s exploits. He did what he felt he must and, whatever befell him and our son John, he has been long dead. My grieving is finished.”

“Why then did you ask for me?”

“I have a proposal to put to you. My oldest son, Richard is at present making something for himself in the trade in India and at Bantam. He plans next to stay for a time amongst the Japanese, but he has informed me that there is a profit to be made in the Indigo trade in India. Since I have at last persuaded my father and the other directors of the East India Company to pay me what they owed my husband, I have some possibility to take advantage of this. I have a promise of a ship and my son’s contacts in Ahmadabad.”

“You plan to go to the Indies?” Bylot blurted out.

Katherine smiled broadly at Bylot’s incredulity. “You think a woman of my age should not go gallivanting to such places?”

“No. I mean...” Bylot flustered. “It is a long and dangerous journey.”

“I learned much from my husband and a lifetime of standing against my father should make any perils of the natural world pale. Do you know what they call me at the Company offices?”

Bylot shook his head.

“That troublesome and impatient woman.” Katherine laughed deeply. “But you are right. It is a hazardous undertaking, and that is why I want my ship’s captain to be the best. I shall make you a wealthy man.”

Bylot thought long and hard on this sudden new proposal. On the one hand, it offered at least a partial restitution for the ills he felt he had inflicted on Katherine’s husband. On the other, he had thought to renounce the sea and live a short, dissolute, but simple life on land. He was on the verge of declining, when a girl entered the room.

She was of moderate height and little more than a child, almost fourteen as he later discovered. She had a moderately high forehead set above a small-featured face that was too round for Bylot’s liking. Her coarse dress and the wooden bucket and mop she carried led Bylot to assume she was a servant.

“Ah, Penelope,” Katherine said turning to introduce the newcomer. “I should like you to make the acquaintance of Master Robert Bylot, one of the crew from Henry’s last voyage and one who has striven to find him since then.”

Bylot cringed inwardly at her misplaced faith, but he found himself unable to take his eyes off the girl. He knew he was staring, but couldn’t help it. For her part, she met his eyes as an equal not a servant. The eyes were soft, but Bylot saw in them a firmness that belied her years, and which, notwithstanding his years and the many times he had faced down armed savages, made him feel as a twelve-year-old boy once more. In short, servant girl or not, Bylot was fascinated by this creature. He barely heard Katherine’s next words.

“Penelope is my eldest son, Richard’s, daughter.”

Bylot tore his eyes away. “Henry’s granddaughter?”

“Yes, and a great boon to me in my loneliness.”

A thought struck Bylot. “But Richard is in Bantam,” he stammered.

“Indeed, yet when he left, Penelope kindly decided to stay behind to see to my meagre needs. A task she has performed admirably.”

“I am most pleased to meet you,” Penelope said, stepping lightly forward and curtsying slightly.

Her smile made Bylot’s knees go weak. He managed a crude bow. “And I you.”

“I believe you are to take my grandmother and I to the Indies.”

“I am,” Bylot said without a second thought. At that instant, he would have agreed to anything that kept him within the orbit of this girl.

“Excellent,” Katherine said as if she had had no doubt that he would. “Then we must to the planning.”

The Indian adventure lasted two years and all three returned in 1622 wealthy enough to have no financial concerns for the future. Katherine even parlayed her wealth into two appearances at court before her untimely death a mere two years later. She did live long enough to see Bylot and Penelope married and established in a comfortable dwelling to the north of the old city wall.

Although not blessed with progeny, this was an idyll that Bylot was continually amazed had fallen his lot. It lasted four decades and its ending almost destroyed him.

Bylot felt a tear trickle from his eye and find its tortuous way down the crevices of his aged cheek. “I did not deserve you,” he said aloud.
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Bylot leaned forward as if searching the ashes for a hidden jewel. He saw only a few embers glowing a dull red. He shivered with the cold—and with loss. “Penelope,” he said in a weak, cracked voice, “Why are you not here? Why were you taken from me? It should have been otherwise.

“You are the only cause of what peace and happiness there was in my life, the reason for all of my tranquility, my dear wife. If I were the base metal with which Dee and the alchemists toyed, you, Penelope were the gold that they sought. Where I was an expansive dreamer seeking ever more exotic experience to satisfy my haughty longings, you were calm and inward-looking, taking pleasure not in the wild drama of the unknown but in the subtle plays of the familiar. The room in which you dwelled was everywhere I had searched for at the world’s end.”

Bylot sat back with sigh. “I have seen you sit for an age with but a single rose for company, smiling as you turned it in your hand and examined every fold and contour. For you the hand of the Almighty truly was in every grain of sand—so must it not therefore be folly to seek any farther?

“Your peace and stillness drew one's eye as to the centre of a wind storm which is immobile and around which all things whirl in a chaos of unnecessary motion. When you did move or gesture, the rarity of the act gave it a weight of import that could not be gained by those around who flapped their arms to insignificant purpose.

“And yet, there was bitterness to the sweet. Every time I looked upon you, I saw your grandfather and the guilt of my betrayal returned. I craved, and still do crave, some small measure of your serenity to calm my life and my final hours. Am I to be denied even that? I can remember clearly every worthless word spoken by every evil man I have had the misfortune to come upon and of you my recollections are overwhelmed by the final horror that I have struggled mightily four long years to eradicate?

“Is it truly that long? Is it four long years that I have waited?

“Aye. It is, to the very night.”

In the ashes of the hearth, Bylot saw a modest house outside the old city walls. It was close by Clerkenwell Parish, but far enough from the noisome Green and the odourous River Fleet that it enjoyed some rural prospects and clear air. Through an upstairs window he could see an old man sitting on the edge of a bed from around which the curtains had been drawn back to allow the last of the afternoon sun. Bylot recognized himself. His hair was grey, but it was better tended than it would be and he was clean shaven and dressed in unworn clothes. Only the redness around his eyes and the haunted look in their depths betrayed the torture he was undergoing. He held the limp hand of a woman, younger than he, but wasted and pale.

“Don’t die!” Bylot heard the despairing words and knew he had uttered them.

At the sound of his choked words, the woman attempted a wan smile. Tears of regret and blame flooded Bylot’s eyes. It was all his fault.

~~~~~
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The pestilence had first reared its head in the yards of Drury Lane at the close of 1664. At first, over the hard winter, the disease seemed nothing more than a minor outbreak, a common enough occurrence in the great port city. The river froze completely and the populace cavorted on its surface without a care. The weekly bills of mortality remained low with barely an occasional hiccup in the squalid parishes of Shoreditch, Whitechapel and Cripplegate. The bills were watched closely and provoked lively discussion, but few realized the horror bubbling beneath the surface. To prevent panic, many plague deaths that winter were reported as common ailments. However, when the weather warmed in May and June the deaths could no longer be explained as "Griping of the Guts" or the "Bloody Flox". The bills rose into the hundreds, the Lord Mayor introduced his Orders Concerning the Infection of the Plague and confined all with any connection to the distemper to their dwellings.

Bylot had wanted to leave London then. It would have been difficult, carriages were expensive, many roads were barred against refugees and few towns or inns would accept a visitor from the city, but it was still possible. Bylot was not worried about himself, at fourscore years, he had little expectation of a long span remaining. He was worried about Penelope. She had a score less years and was spry, so could expect to outlive him by some time. With a fine irony, Penelope refused to leave when Bylot broached the subject because she was concerned about him. She did not say as much, arguing that the disease would most likely confine itself to the poorer parishes along the river as it had nine years before, but she worried that his health would not survive a long, uncomfortable journey and uncertain nights in draughty inns. So they stayed, taking what comfort they could in Medela Pestilentiae or Necessary Directions for the Preventions and Cure of the Plague.

In what they mistook for safety, Bylot and Penelope sat, like rabbits fascinated by a snake, as the horror took hold and spread. They saw the King and the Court flee to Oxford. They watched as Gaming, Dancing, and Music houses were closed, as much for lack of trade as a precaution, and as Puppetry, Rope-dancing, Merry Andrew and all other street entertainments vanished. They scoffed as traders in charms and potions duped the gullible and as chalked incantations for protection appeared on neighbours’ doors.

In this last respect, the Holy Book was most popular, in particular cut about lines from the
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