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  ABSALOM’S WAKE


  Part One


  Gone A’ Whaling


  Chapter One


  A Proper Introduction—My Uncle Calvin—The Dolphin Amulet—My Bequest


  The story I am about to relate to you is a true and accurate account of the fate that befell the crew of the good ship Absalom, a whaler out of Sag Harbor, in the Year of Our Lord 1846. But before I begin my tale of amazement and woe, allow me to properly introduce myself.


  My name is Jonah Padgett. I realize my Christian name is an unfortunate one, given my profession, for sailors are a superstitious breed, prone to seeing mermaids and sea serpents at the slightest provocation. But I don’t fault them for their fears, for it is my experience that in order to survive the great oceans, mariners must spread their five senses thinner than butter on a poor man’s bread. This is especially true of whalers, as they are constantly on the lookout for spouters, so it is only natural for them to perceive signs of danger where others see none. The ocean is a strange place, and one we humans know too little of to claim to be masters of its secrets. Still, it was superstition that, in part, that lead to the Absalom’s doom, and why I, alone, survived to tell this strange and fantastic tale. But I am getting ahead of myself.


  How is it I have seawater in my veins, you ask? I came by it naturally enough, as my mother’s eldest brother was once a whaler. As my Uncle Calvin was born early in my grandparent’s marriage, and my mother late, there were as many years between brother and sister as are normally found between father and daughter. In any case, the difference in their ages did not weaken their familial bond, and when my uncle retired from the sea, he made his home with my mother and her family in Pennsylvania.


  The decision to become landlocked was not of my Uncle Calvin’s choosing, however, but one forced upon him. While returning from the Pacific whaling grounds, his ship was caught in a fierce storm that snapped the main mast like so much kindling. One of the spars collapsed across the deck, pinning my uncle underneath, costing him both legs below the knee. Luckily Uncle Calvin was the First Mate, and lucky enough to ship with a captain who knew the whaling grounds like a bridegroom of fifty years knows his wife’s backside, so he was able to retire with a goodly pension.


  My memories of my uncle are fond ones. Every night he would sit by the fire and smoke his pipe, spinning yarns of his days on the open seas. He told stories of savage cannibals, wild dolphins sporting in the blue Pacific, and fighting typhoons in open water. While my brothers and sisters listened to these tales from a sense of duty, I, myself, was completely enthralled by his adventures. Uncle Calvin quickly saw in me a kindred spirit, and we became boon companions.


  My family lived twenty-five miles outside the great city of Philadelphia. It was a pleasant enough place, I suppose, with its gently rolling hills and verdant pastures. It was bucolic and peaceful, the way all farming communities are, and completely lacking when it came to stimulating the imagination and passions of a young boy.


  I know for a fact there was not single thing to be found in my hometown that could compare to the contents of my Uncle Calvin’s sea chest. What wonders it held! Within its cedar-lined confines were such marvels as a shrunken human head and a dozen scrimshawed sperm whale teeth.


  The most prized of my uncle’s possessions, however, was not kept in his sea chest, but was worn about his neck. It was an amulet fashioned from a piece coral, carved in the shape of a dolphin. Its body was curved so that its nose touched the tip of its tail, and so perfect was the likeness, one could easily imagine it would swim away if placed in a pool of water. My Uncle claimed it was a good luck charm given to him by a native girl whose life he had once saved. The amulet was supposed to protect him from harm while at sea. Unfortunately, its powers had not extended to the air—or to ship’s masts.


  Despite my yearning to see the world, I would never have left home while my Uncle Calvin was still alive, for I had come to love him as my own grandfather, who died before I was born. But when his time came, my uncle left me three things: his sea chest, a letter of recommendation to a Captain Wendell Solomon, who he had known and called friend during his whaling days, and the dolphin amulet.


  Suddenly, at the age of fifteen, I found myself free to answer the call that beckoned me since I was a small boy, seated by the family hearth, enthralled by tales of strange latitudes and stranger lands.


  Chapter Two


  My Arrival In Sag Harbor—The Blind Man Of Bay Street—The Whaler’s Rest—I Am Re-Christened


  Although many years have passed since the day I left home, and I have seen much in the way of the world, I shall never forget the day I first set foot in Sag Harbor.


  Having grown up in a small village in Chester County, I was green as goose shit. But that didn’t stop me from leaving home for one of the busiest seaports on the East Coast.


  The first thing I saw as my coach drew within sight of Sag Harbor was a vast cluster of masts that towered above the rooftops like a mighty forest. As it was the first deep-water port on Long Island, over sixty whaling ships, not to mention countless other vessels, called it home. Because of this, the town’s narrow streets teemed with people from places as far-flung as Fiji and the Ivory Coast.


  There were more people walking up and down Division Street than there was in my entire hometown, and all of them were in a great hurry, as city people always seem to be. An African with skin black as pitch and raised tribal marking upon his face was haggling with an outfitter over the price of a kit, while next to him was a Sandwich Islander, his skin the color of buckwheat honey, with raven hair as sleek as the pelt of a seal, quietly studying a broadsheet posted on the wall of a nearby tavern. I approached an old man who was sharpening axes and harpoons from a makeshift tinker’s stall built from canvas and wooden planking.


  “Excuse me, sir…” I began.


  The tinker looked up from his work and fixed me with an incurious stare, but did not halt his labors.


  “I don’t mean to take you from your work, my good sir, but could you tell me how to get to the harbor?”


  The tinker gave a dry half-laugh and shook his head. “Don’t you know nothing about this town, boy? All streets lead to the harbor! As long as you’re headed north you’ll eventually hit water.”


  I thanked the old man and followed the general flow of the foot traffic, which, as the tinker said, was northward bound. A hundred different languages could be heard with every step I took, and the closer I got to the water, the more alien and outlandish my surroundings became. At one point I saw an Algonquin Indian striding purposefully down the street, a steel-tipped harpoon clutched in his hand as if it was a walking stick, followed closely by a man with a piece of bone skewering his nose like the ring on a prize bull. After twenty minutes’ walk, I finally reached the crowded warren of sail makers, grog shops, and brothels that comprised Bay Street.


  The streets fronting the water were even more tightly packed than those I had walked earlier, and the air reeked of smoke from the nearby oil yards. For years I had yearned to see the exotic lands and people described so vividly to me by my beloved uncle, but I was still somewhat taken aback when faced with the reality of a whaling town. Being young and inexperienced, I was naturally hesitant to ask questions of any of these very strange strangers, so I set out to find someone who looked like they understood English and would not be tempted to eat me.


  I spotted an elderly fellow dressed in the rough wool coat and watch cap of a mariner seated on a bench outside a tobacconist’s. He was calmly smoking a pipe as the exotic denizens of Sag Harbor paraded past. He seemed old enough, and local enough, to possibly be able to answer my questions about the person I was looking for.


  “Please pardon my intrusion, but could you possibly tell me where I might find a Captain Solomon?”


  The old man tilted his head in my direction, so that I could see his face. With a start I realized his eyes were as blind as those of a baked fish. “Solly-man, is it?” The blind man drawled, taking the pipe from his mouth and giving it a hard rap against the edge of the bench. “He captains the Absalom, berthed on Long Wharf. Ye mean to go a’whalin’, boy?”


  “Yes, sir, I do.”


  “Are ye colored?” asked the blind man.


  “No, sir.”


  “Then why sign on a whaler? It’s hard, dirty, dangerous business. That’s why most of the crews are darkies of some ilk or another. They’ll work you like a slave, and by the time yer done ye’ll owe more to the ship’s store than ye can claim as a wage.”


  “You sound like you know something of it, my friend.”


  “I spent fifteen year in the foc’sle ,” the blind man replied as his thumb and forefinger dipped into the tobacco pouch then quested about like sightless grubs until they found the warm heart of the bowl. “The bad air from the try-works affected the humors in me eyes. Struck me blind, it did.”


  “Bilgewater!” This was from a clerk dressed in a long white apron, a broom held in one hand, who stood in the doorway of the tobacco shop. “You went blind on account of gin, you old reprobate! And as for you, young man—if it’s Wendell Solomon you’re seekin’, you stand as good a chance of findin’ him in the Whaler’s Rest than anywhere else in town.” He pointed the broom handle at the tavern across the way, outside of which hung a sign made of crossed harpoons.


  “How will I know him?”


  “Oh, if he’s in there, you’ll find him soon enough!” The clerk replied with a laugh.


  I thanked the shopkeeper and hurried across the street to the tavern. Up to that day, I had never once set foot in a place of drink, so you can imagine my surprise at what awaited me at the Whaler’s Rest.


  The interior was crammed to the rafters with a wild mélange of humanity, most of whom seemed to either be from some far-off country or missing some part of their anatomy, if not both, and all of whom were talking at the top of their lungs. The pipe smoke was so thick I could have cut it with a knife and used it for chaw. The sawdust that covered the rough plank floor was composed of equal parts vomit and urine, mainly because those patrons not drinking, talking or smoking were slumped across tables or stretched out in pools of their own waste.


  As I looked about the crowd of unfamiliar faces scattered about the tavern’s central room, I despaired of ever being able to locate Captain Solomon. Then I heard a laugh so strong and powerful it cut through the surrounding din like Moses parting the Red Sea. Upon hearing that laugh I realized I had found my man.


  Although I have met many a mariner since that day, Wendell Solomon remains, to my mind, the perfect specimen of a sea captain. Even in a bar filled with Red Indians and cannibal Maori, this native Long Islander cut quite the figure. He was six-foot-four, if he stood an inch, with shoulders as wide as an oar. His face was as weathered as a light-housekeeper’s watch-shack, framed by a great mass of black hair streaked white at the temples, with matching marks in his beard. His right eye was as blue as a robin’s egg and as clear as the sky over Eden, while the left was covered with a patch of plain black cloth. He stood with his back to the bar, facing the door, and was dressed in a pair of black wool pants and a gray cable sweater, his cap pulled low on his brow as he drank from a pewter tankard.


  I stepped forward and coughed into my fist, doing my best to control the anxiety in my voice. “Beg pardon, sir—but might you be Captain Solomon?”


  “That depends on who’s doin’ the askin’,” the sea captain replied, fixing me with his one good eye. “Do I know ye, boy?”


  “No, sir. But I believe you knew my late uncle, Calvin Jenkins. He gave me this letter of recommendation and said I should present it to you, or to any captain I might meet, should you happen to be dead.”


  The distrust in Solomon’s eye dimmed, to be replaced with a warmer humor as he took the letter from me. He opened it, glanced at the handwriting, and then returned his solitary stare to my face. “So, you’re Cal’s nephew, eh? I remember him sayin’ he had family Philadelphia way. And you have a bit of his look about you. Well, son, truth to tell—your uncle was one of the bravest men I ever set sail with, and that’s sayin’ some. Back when we was on the old Mount Vernon, I once seen him rescue a native girl from a shark—leapt right off the deck, he did, and landed on the monster’s back! It was a big, mean bastard, but damned if he didn’t stab it to death as easy as you please! So, boy, even if you’re but a hair on your uncle’s ass, you’ll still make a worthy addition to my crew.”


  “So you’ll take me?”


  “Did I not just say as much? My ship is the Absalom. She’s anchored on the Long Wharf—you’ll know her by her figurehead: a gilded eagle. My second, Mr. Shreve, is handling the signing-on.” He fished a pencil stub from the pocket of his coat and took the envelope containing my uncle’s letter and made a mark upon it, then handed it back. “Show this to him—he’ll know what to do.”


  “Thank you, Captain Solomon!” I beamed. “You won’t regret it!”


  “Aye,” he said with a nod and wry half-smile. “We’ll see if you’re still thankin’ me a year in from today, eh?”


  Strolling down the aptly-named Long Wharf was like walking down a city street where all the houses just happened to have masts and anchor chains. Where the streets of Sag Harbor were a mass of swirling chaos to my young eyes, the Long Wharf had a definite sense of order and purpose to its madness.


  Teamsters drove up and down the length of the wharf, making deliveries of everything from sailcloth to crates of live chickens. Scores of coopers, caulkers, and carpenters set up shop alongside their respective ships as they worked, while longshoremen hurried up and down the gangplanks, loading or unloading the holds as necessary.


  It did not take me long to find the Absalom. The sun reflected off the gilded eagle fixed to her prow, causing it to flash as brightly as an ancient warrior’s shield. As I drew closer, I spied a man standing near the gangplank, studying a ledger propped open on a wooden cask. He was short and stout, like the stump of a mighty oak, with a neck as thick as a bull’s and hair the color of a ginger cat. His complexion was the permanent sunburn you find on fair-skinned folk who work in the open elements.


  “Are you Mr. Shreve?”


  The stump-like man raised pale green eyes from the ledger and nodded. When he spoke, his voice was surprisingly light and musical. “That I am.”


  “Captain Solomon said I should show this to you,” I said, handing him the marked envelope.


  Shreve frowned at the captain’s scribble for a long moment, raised a single eyebrow, and removed the letter, being careful not to tear the paper as he unfolded it
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