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Crossing the Bar

Sunset and evening star,

And one clear call for me!

And may there be no moaning of the bar,

When I put out to sea,

But such a tide as moving seems asleep,

Too full for sound and foam,

When that which drew from out the boundless deep

Turns again home.

Twilight and evening bell,

And after that the dark!

And may there be no sadness of farewell,

When I embark;

For tho' from out our bourne of Time and Place

The flood may bear me far,

I hope to see my Pilot face to face

When I have crost the bar.

Alfred, Lord Tennyson
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Jonathan Daniel Harris, In His Own Words
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AS A CHILD AND TEENAGER, if I wasn’t playing sports, I was reading. My favorite genre’ was always science fiction. It allowed total escape into ‘what could be’ versus ‘what has been.’ Time travel, teleportation, and intergalactic travel all fascinated me. That is, until I was appointed to the United States Naval Academy.

My four years at the Academy taught me to question everything, to analyze, to make judgments only on the basis of facts at hand. Still, I kept one foot in my fantasy world but not for escapism; instead, it was a way of showing me what might be theoretically possible. 

Take Einstein’s Theory of Relativity, for example: an observer traveling near the speed of light, approximately 186,000 miles per second, will experience ‘time’ much more slowly than an observer at rest on a singular point in our galactic world. Though it might be possible to slow the advance of current time in relation to a datum point, Einstein did not suggest that reversing time, or even going backward on a timeline, was even conceivable.

Moving out into the real world of military operations after graduation and commissioning, I became a Special Warfare Officer. A trained killer. A stealthy reconnaissance operator. A survival expert. It was in that world where I spent the totality of my naval career and eventually met the love of my life, Bethany Kimmel, a distant relative of Admiral Husband E. Kimmel – the Commander in Chief of the United States Navy’s Pacific Fleet on December 7, 1941. 

My own family tree was not as illustrious. I came from humble roots, immigrants to the American Colonies in the 1600s. Most settled in what is now Connecticut. I am, however, fortunate that the branches of my family tree are solid, traceable back to at least the time of Charles II in England. 

There were some members of my family tree who were Royalists or sided with them in the English Civil Wars. Family legends suggest that they may have been involved with Charles II’s escape from England after the Battle of Worcester in 1651. 

There was plenty of “down time” during my military career, time that allowed me to think and to speculate on my ancestors. When I wasn’t working out to maintain the level of fitness required for combat readiness, I was role playing their lives in my mind. How did they come to the New World? Did they miss those left behind? Did they ever return to England or receive letters from loved ones? 

Little did I know that I was going to be given a chance to see their stories first-hand...
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Chapter One: A State of Confusion
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Somewhere in the Atlantic Ocean

AS I GRADUALLY BECAME aware of my surroundings, the smell of unwashed bodies, human waste, and vomit assaulted my nostrils, eliciting a reflexive gag. In the semi-darkness, my eyes were having trouble focusing, perhaps because of the salt crystals that were washing into my eyes. Where was I? Was this God’s idea of a prank to be endured on my way to hell? 

Not yet fully coherent and still somewhat disoriented, my last conscious memory was that of being adrift in a small rescue rowboat on the open ocean. Scanning the horizon, I could see nothing but mile upon mile of calm blue water in any direction. I expected to see my inherited yacht, a 75-foot Maritimo christened the Great Escape by my father, somewhere nearby, but there was not even the slightest scrap of flotsam or jetsam – nor any bodies – anywhere to be seen. Had I been abandoned, or was there a terrible accident that left me as the sole survivor?

*    *     *     *     *
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THE 16-FOOT FIBERGLASS and foam dinghy, named Great Escape II, was intended to be a vessel of last resort. It was equipped with a very small outboard motor and five gallons of fuel, four oars, a supply of fresh water and shelf-stable surplus rations from the military, “Meals, Ready to Eat” or MREs in military parlance. There were also six personal flotation devices (PFDs), handlines for fishing, sunblock, docking lines, and a tarp that could be used as either a sail or shade from the unrelenting sun. As I was becalmed and adrift in an underlying current, I used the docking lines to lash the tarp in place over the aft third of the boat to shade me from the blistering sunshine.

In a waterproof container under the center bench, there was a handheld VHF radio. I checked the batteries, and they were fully charged. Keying the “transmit” button, I called a “Mayday,” repeating the emergency call and the name of my dinghy at thirty second intervals for half an hour. Perhaps I had drifted out of the shipping lanes and out of radio range of any vessels. Handhelds had an effective range of only three to eight nautical miles, so any large vessels within radio range should also have been within visual range. Instead, the sea was completely empty to the horizon in all directions.

Somehow, the rowboat had been set free from the davits on the stern of the Great Escape. It would have taken human intervention to release the safety interlocks. I had no memory of ever having released the little boat from those davits – but somehow, it happened and here I am.

I developed a ration plan for the fuel, water and MREs and set about trying to catch a fish for additional sustenance. It didn’t take long before I had landed a small mahi-mahi and dispatched it with a swift stroke of the stainless-steel survival knife. The razor-sharp knife would be my salvation for the days to come; each fish I caught was quickly filleted and eaten raw and I kept the entrails to use as bait. The last thing I wanted was to be without either bait or artificial lures, as they were essential to my nutrition and survival. 

I also used the knife to carefully scrape a mark on the starboard side gunwale for each sunset I observed. Doing so would help my eventual rescuers (assuming I was still alive, that is!) confirm how long I had been adrift. The days turned into more than two weeks and the boredom was broken only by the monotony of it all. 

Having enough water was always a challenge, so I devised a system to use the tarp to catch the water whenever it rained. It didn’t taste the best after running down a dirty tarp and into an empty water ration bottle – but it kept me hydrated. Water, my military survival school had taught me, was always more important than food.

Five gallons of fuel was not nearly enough to propel me any considerable distance, so I chose to push west for no more than an estimated 20 minutes a day. It would not keep me from drifting further from shore, but it could keep me drifting within the northeasterly offshore currents. The fuel ran out after my tenth day adrift, so I jettisoned the motor and the fuel tank. Doing so improved Great Escape II’s stability and allowed me to move more freely around the small boat without over-weighting the stern area. 

By my own counting, I had been adrift for about three weeks when my awareness of the present changed. I was awakened in the middle of the night with the dinghy being tossed about like a cork in a swimming pool full of children playing “Marco Polo.” Rather than take any further risks, I donned a PFD from the small compartment under the seat and settled down into the keel as best I could, hoping that my little boat would not capsize. The sea calmed just before dawn and I settled into a fitful slumber that lasted through almost all of the next day; I woke only to relieve myself, hydrate, take a few bites of raw fish.

The day-long slumber was the first time I had not made an effort to issue a mid-day “Mayday” call on the radio since being separated from the Great Escape. When I woke around sunset. I spent about 30 minutes transmitting the call with no response. “I must be out of radio range and out of the shipping lanes,” I said aloud to myself before switching off the radio once again to conserve its battery. The integrated solar charger provided only a “trickle charge” that would not keep pace with continual use.

The fact that I was catching mahi-mahi gave me some idea as to my whereabouts. I knew that the species was a warm water loving fish and that the Atlantic from the East Coast of the United States out to the Gulf Stream tended to be colder water. The Gulf Stream, however, was significantly warmer and provided an ideal habitat for mahi-mahi. I quickly deduced that I was drifting northeast and somewhere off the coast of the Delmarva Peninsula. 

The inky blackness of night falls quickly on the open sea and I was left alone with my thoughts. As the darkness deepened, so did my mood. Never having been a praying man, I was now praying for my very life. Seemingly in answer to those prayers, a blinding flash of lightning lit the night sky and the dark sea around me. In that brief instant, I saw the spectral shadow of what appeared to be a large 17thCentury sailing ship just before the percussion from the thunderclap knocked me into senseless oblivion. I had no recollection of the next several hours – or were they days? Weeks? Even longer?

*     *     *     *     *
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AS I AWOKE, I SUDDENLY realized that I was onboard the sailing ship I had seen silhouetted by the lightning bolt. My brain, though, could not reconcile the primitive conditions on the ship, nor the fact that my caretaker was a young black woman, naked from the waist up. Carefully offering me a sip of fetid water from a nearby bucket, she spoke in a language that I neither recognized nor understood. I had learned both Arabic and Pashto in the Navy – and what she was saying did not seem to have any words in common with either of those tongues. Her tone, though, was soothing and I quickly determined that she meant me no harm. She tenderly cleaned my sun-blistered back and upper body, considerably reducing my discomfort.

Pointing unashamedly between her breasts, the woman established that her name was “Fatou.” She was not the least bit self-conscious about her exposed breasts as she spoke. I had heard of African cultures where women did not cover themselves, even in the 21st Century, and wondered if she had come from one of those areas.

The unanswered question was “Where am I?” or more importantly “When am I?” as it seemed that I was no longer in the 21st Century. I tried to ask those questions, but Fatou could only smile and shake her head. She did not appear to understand a word I was saying.

My confusion must have come across as delirium from sun exposure. My head and body twitched as I rapidly scanned the environment for threats, something that my military training had taught me to do. Though I looked like a long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs, the quick visual scans of my immediate surroundings provided more information than prolonged fixation on a single object. I could not determine any immediate threats to my safety, but I was still confused by the conditions under which Fatou was caring for me.

As my awareness of the surroundings increased, I looked up and saw the shadows and rigging for a two-masted sailing ship. Missing from my observations was any stainless steel hardware – which would have been normal on any sailing vessel from my time – and the associated “clang, clank, clang” of that rigging against an aluminum mast. Everything I saw was made of wood or forged from iron and the ropes appeared to have been rough hand-braided hemp rather than smooth-running nylon. 

After what seemed like an eternity, a white man in clothing that appeared to be a merchant officer’s uniform strode down to the main deck from the elevated helm at the aft of the ship. I noticed immediately that he had a coiled leather whip stuffed inside his waist sash. I was puzzled.

“Good day, sir!” the officer boomed. “We rescued you from the jaws of Hell itself. We were nigh certain that you were going to leave us, save for Fatou’s ministrations. I am Joshua Hailey, First Officer of the ‘Desire’.” 

As Hailey extended his hand in greeting, he asked, “What name do they call you, sir? I must have it added to the Captain’s Log and to our manifest.”

“My name is Jonathan Harris,” I replied. “I come from...” 

Thinking that my knowledge of geography and placenames might not match with the reality on board the Desire, I paused to choose my next words carefully.

“I am from Jamestown and was set adrift some miles off the mouth of the Chesapeake Bay. I believe my ship sank beneath me in a storm.” As I could not prove anything to the contrary, this would be my story going forward. “I might be the sole survivor.”

“Aye, sir. Your story makes perfect sense, but your small dinghy is made of a strange material,” Hailey observed, “and your clothing, or what’s left of it, is like nothing we have ever seen before on the high seas.” 

Again, I was caught between my world and his. In my world, fiberglass was the normal material for hull construction for vessels small and large. In his world, that material and additional foam flotation would not be invented for almost another three centuries. Wood, or more specifically oak, was the shipwright’s material of choice for 17th Century ships of sail. I had studied the construction of such sailing ships during my time at the United States Naval Academy in Annapolis. 

“It is, Mr. Hailey, but I fear that it will not last and I recommend you destroy it forthwith.” That period in history was fraught with superstitions, so I added, “There may be demons in her hull, and I am afraid they will inhabit your fine ship in due time.” I knew instantly that I was destroying the one thing that might connect me with my own timeline, but it was better to have the dinghy destroyed than it was to be tossed overboard as a result of the prevailing superstitions of the day. 

Hailey thought for a moment, then summoned the ship’s carpenter and four able seamen to his side. “Men, take Mr. Harris’s dinghy and hole it below the waterline. It is possessed and needs to be on its way to the devil in the deep blue sea.”

In unison, the men responded “Aye, Sir!”

Using a brace and bit, the seamen bored several holes into the hull of my dingy and unceremoniously lowered it over the side. It quickly filled with water – as expected – but did not sink. Hailey was perplexed and called for the Captain. 

What I hadn’t accounted for was the flotation chambers and foam hidden in the seats and gunwales of the Great Escape II. Its manufacturer’s sales literature insisted that such a craft would be unsinkable, even when totally swamped.

Hailey wanted to fire the small deck guns at my now unsalvageable dinghy to hasten its sinking. However, it was the standing policy on board the Desire that the deck guns were not to be fired without Captain’s orders and this time was no different. One of the seamen was dispatched to summon the Captain to the deck. 

The Captain, a strapping man nearly a head taller than the rest of the crew, appeared from his cabin below the helm. “Mister Hailey! Report!”

“Aye, Sir. We have rescued a man from the sea, a Mister Jonathan Harris, from Jamestown in the Virginia Colony.”

The Captain turned to me and touched the brim of his hat in recognition of my presence. “Welcome, Mister Harris, to the Desire. I am Captain John Palmer at your service.”

Before I could respond, Palmer turned back to Hailey and barked, “Continue, please, Mister Hailey.” Palmer was all business and seemed to run a very tightly disciplined ship.

“Aye, Sir. Mister Harris believes his small dinghy may be possessed by demons and I have ordered it to be sent to the depths. The ship’s carpenter and his men bored holes in its hull, but it does not sink. I recommend, Sir, that we fire the deck guns and blast it to splinters.”

“A good choice, Mister Hailey. It will give the men a chance to practice their marksmanship... Gunner! Make the deck guns ready for three salvos. All hands on watch, prepare your weapons for firing five rounds each,” Captain Palmer ordered. 

The next several minutes were alive with the sounds and smells of musket and cannon fire, mixed with the good-natured cajoling of the crew. Those that missed their shots were teased mercilessly by those whose shots found their mark. I estimated that it took less than fifteen minutes for the dingy to be completely shredded by the gunfire and sent to the bottom of the ocean. “There goes my connection to the 21st Century...” I thought sadly.

Palmer turned to me again after the smoke had cleared. “Mister Harris, as a guest on board the Desire, I request that you dine with me this evening in my quarters... after a good wash and a shave, that is. I run a tight ship and cleanliness is next to godliness, I always say!:

“Yes, Captain. I shall be honored,” I replied. 

What would we talk about over dinner? Would it be just me and Captain Palmer on our own? Would I find out anything about our whereabouts or cargo? I thought about ways of eliciting information from Captain Palmer that would not pique his suspicions. I also had to prepare for the inevitable interrogation about my background and origins. What was a believable backstory beyond what I had already told Hailey?

Hailey understood that it was his duty to ensure that I was properly bathed and attired for dinner. My clothing, or more what was left of my clothing, hung immodestly from my gaunt frame like rags. It would be thrown overboard once I was issued something more suitable.

Taken to a private area out of sight of the prying eyes of the crew, Hailey indicated I should undress. As if out of nowhere, Fatou appeared with a bucket of water and scented soap. It was clear that she intended to wash me from head to toe.

“Think nothing of it, Mister Harris. Fatou is at our service and takes good care of the officers, if you catch my meaning,” Hailey said with a twinkle in his eye.

Fatou bathed me from head to toe, pausing to observe the surgical scars on my lower back and buttocks, then shaved my beard with one of the sharpest straight razors I had ever experienced. She could have just as easily opened my neck and bled me to death right there on the deck. Once she had completed the shave, she combed and coiffed my hair; it certainly was unruly after who-knows-how-long I was adrift in my dinghy.

Her tenderness was like nothing I had experienced before, not even while I was convalescing at the Walter Reed National Military Medical Center after being wounded in combat in a country I couldn’t talk about. The nurses and orderlies there were all business. Though they were a caring bunch overall, they were still military and had to avoid emotional attachment to their charges, some of whom had experienced the most horrific injuries. Fortunately, I was not deprived of any of my limbs, organs, or senses – but I was now equipped with an artificial hip joint and a permanent limp favoring my right side. The recovery – and learning to walk again – had taken several months. 

*     *     *     *     *
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I ENTERED THE CAPTAIN’S Quarters just as the sun was sinking below the horizon off our port bow. That told me we were on a westerly base course. Generally spartan and functional, the Captain’s accommodations were still more lavish than those for the rest of the crew. The officers were bunked two to a cabin, while the men slept in hammocks in forward areas on the second deck. Below them were the cargo holds.

Captain Palmer was just finishing his daily log entry, which he read aloud to me, “27th of August, in the Year of Our Lord 1654: added one castaway to the ship’s complement, a Mister Jonathan Harris, from Jamestown in the Virginia Colony. Mister Harris was rescued from his dinghy at an approximate position of 34 degrees north, 74 degrees and 30 minutes west. This position is roughly halfway between His Majesty’s Colony on Bermuda and the Carolina coast.”

I could hardly hide my incredulity when Palmer read the date. It was the middle of the 17th Century! I had somehow traveled back in time over 350 years. I stared blankly into space, hypnotized by the reality, until I was suddenly brough back by the sound of the Captain’s voice.

“Mister Harris, I trust that boiled beef, potatoes, and rum will suit your fancy?” Captain Palmer inquired.

“Of course, Sir. I have been living on raw fish for quite some time,” I replied. I felt that keeping my answers terse and to the point was appropriate until I had a better sense of what lay in store for me on the Desire.

“Mister Hailey tells me that you have no idea how you came to be with us, nor what caused the demise of your ship...”

For the next several hours, I gleaned as much information as I could from Captain Palmer. At the same time, I was careful not to divulge any of my own details that could be proven to be inaccurate in 1654. In the end, I knew as much as there was to know about the Desire, its crew, and its disgusting cargo of human slaves. For his part, Captain Palmer also tried to get as much information as he could out of me, but I remained as taciturn as I could under the circumstances, not volunteering any information unless directly asked. I had to maintain my credibility, and in order to do that, I had to keep my story simple.
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Chapter Two: Aboard the Great Escape
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June 2015

“MAYDAY, MAYDAY, MAYDAY...this is the motor vessel Great Escape on Channel 1-6. Mayday, Mayday, Mayday. Any vessel or aircraft within range please acknowledge. Over.” Bethany Harris repeated the “Mayday” call several times, with about a thirty second interval between each repeat. 

“Great Escape, this is the United States Coast Guard Cutter Hamilton. State the nature of your emergency. Over.” 

“Hamilton, this is Great Escape. We seem to have a person overboard and missing at sea. Over.”

“Great Escape, switch and answer, Channel 2-2 Alfa.”

“Roger, Hamilton. Channel 2-2 Alfa.”

It took only a few seconds for Bethany to switch the radio channel, as Jonathan had pre-programmed the Coast Guard’s “working” channel into the radio’s presets. Pressing one button, labeled “ALT” on the radio’s controls, tuned the radio to the new frequency and broadcast its transponder information to the Coast Guard.

“Great Escape, this is Hamilton on Channel 2-2 Alfa. Say your position. Over.”

“Our current position is 35 decimal 554158 North, 74 decimal 062418 West. Over.” Bethany read the coordinates from the yacht’s Automated Identification System, or AIS for short.

“Great Escape, this is Hamilton. We confirm your position from AIS. When was the missing person last seen on board your vessel? Over.”

“Hamilton, the missing person is a 50-year-old male last seen on board around 0300 hours UTC this morning.” Bethany Harris was well-versed in proper radio procedures; she had been a naval communications officer for several years before meeting Jonathan. It was their normal procedure to keep the Great Escape on Universal Time Coordinated, or UTC, when they were on the open ocean. It was easier than worrying about what time zone they might be in. She continued, “Our position log at that time was 38 decimal 383300 North, 72 decimal 87166 West.”

“Roger, Great Escape. If possible, hold current position as search datum. We are approximately 25 nautical miles due west of you. Launching Search and Rescue helicopter to your AIS position. Hamilton’s ETA approximately 90 minutes. Over.” 

The Great Escape was equipped with the latest in civilian maritime technology; this included a GPS-calibrated autopilot which was integrated with the vessel’s radar. The mere mortal on the bridge was there more as a failsafe and to monitor the mechanical condition of the engines and electrical systems. 

It had been more than eight hours since Jonathan Harris had been seen aboard his yacht. Bethany suddenly realized that she might have been the last person to see her husband alive. She was also keenly aware that she could have dozed off at the helm not long after replacing her husband at the auxiliary helm on the flybridge. 

Their traveling companions, Byron and Virginia Lattimore, had retired early and were preoccupied with what was happening in their stateroom. Over dinner, the other couple had been inappropriately demonstrative with their physical affections and intentions. Bethany knew exactly what had gone on in their stateroom during the night and she was more than a little bit jealous that the other couple was more interested in marital relations than sharing the work that went into safely operating a large vessel like the Great Escape. 

Lost in her own thoughts for a few moments and thinking the worst, Bethany was startled when the Coast Guard helicopter overflew the yacht. The VHF radio crackled to life. 

“Great Escape, this is Coast Guard Helicopter 6002, overhead your position on Channel 2-2 Alfa. Request permission to lower our search coordinator and equipment to your aft deck.”

“Roger, Coast Guard. Permission granted,” Bethany replied. She knew from her Navy days that she had to stay clear of the winch line that was lowering the search coordinator and his equipment. One wrong touch and the static electric discharge could be strong enough to knock her overboard. There was already one person missing; she had no intention of being the second.

Alighting on the aft deck, the search coordinator quickly detached himself from his safety harness and motioned for Bethany that it was clear for her to approach. As she did so, the Lattimores emerged from their cabin, not quite grasping what was happening. Seeing the Coast Guard officer on deck was unnerving.

“Ma’am, I am Commander Adrian Maxwell. I will be coordinating the search for your missing husband. What was your course and speed at the presumed time of his disappearance?"

For the next several minutes, Commander Maxwell grilled Bethany Harris and the Lattimores for additional information on Jonathan and his disappearance. Maxwell also checked the yacht from stem to stern, including the staterooms, for clues. The Lattimores were of little help: they had spent the night in their stateroom engaged in “adult recreation,” as they told Maxwell with sheepish grins. “They didn’t have to confirm what I already knew,” Bethany thought to herself, surprised at the biting tone of her own thoughts.

Reaching the stern davits where the dinghy had once been secured, Maxwell noticed something that even the detail-minded Bethany Harris might have overlooked.

“Mrs. Harris, it seems that the release of the dinghy from the davits was intentional,” Maxwell commented. “The lines were cut, I think, with a dull knife.”

“I should have seen that. I am a retired naval officer with extensive sea service,” she replied. “Though I was a communications officer, I was command rated and know a thing or two about lines.” 

“It’s understandable that you overlooked it, given your husband’s disappearance,” Maxwell replied. 

Bethany bristled at the implications of this youngster’s flippant tone. “Commander, my husband is a retired naval officer as well, a Captain... his service... well... we can’t exactly talk about it, but he is a survival expert and was wounded multiple times. It certainly wasn’t his knife that cut the dinghy’s mooring lines – he always kept it razor-sharp.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” Maxwell acknowledged. He was somewhat taken aback by Bethany’s defensive reply.

At that moment, Maxwell’s handheld VHF radio crackled with a call from the Search and Rescue helicopter. “Search Coordinator, this is 6002. No joy. Search radius 20 miles from your position. Over.”

“002, Roger.” The tone of Maxwell’s reply was all business and devoid of any emotion. Over his career of nearly two decades, this was not his first unsuccessful search, nor would it be his last. He had learned long ago to remain entirely professional in his dealings with survivors.

“Mrs. Harris, we are dispatching a Hercules from Elizabeth City. It will have considerably more range than our helicopter. It will have to return to the Hamilton to refuel in about two hours. Until then, it will continue expanding the search radius out from this position. As close as you are to the Gulf Stream, it is possible that your husband’s dinghy got caught in the strong current and could be a considerable distance north of here. We will also put out a NOTAM... Notice to All Mariners... to be on the lookout for the dinghy and, hopefully, your husband.”

Twelve hours later, the search was still unsuccessful and called off for darkness. The Hamilton remained nearby on a slow and parallel course. Its crew scanned the water until dawn with both night vision goggles and infrared sensors. Bethany Harris began to prepare herself for the likelihood that Jonathan would be declared missing and presumed dead. 

Not totally accepting the reality of Jonathan’s evanescence, Bethany spent the next several hours being comforted by the Lattimores. She could have more easily dealt with Jonathan being a casualty of war, dying in the service of his country. Instead, she now had to deal with a suspicious disappearance and the possibility that Jonathan had suffered a mental health crisis of some kind. The stress of the past fifteen hours, combined with an increasing groundswell, caused Bethany Harris to become violently seasick for the first time in her life. 

Once the waves of nausea passed (aided by the application of a scopolamine patch behind her left ear), Bethany took charge of the Great Escape and set a course for the mouth of the Chesapeake Bay. Once inside the Chesapeake Bay Bridge-Tunnel, she would head for the Navy’s Recreation Facility and its marina at Norfolk Naval Station. After an overnight stay, refueling, and reprovisioning, it was about a 12-hour cruise north to Annapolis.
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Chapter Three: Shipboard Routines
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Aboard the Desire, 1654

AFTER DINNER WITH CAPTAIN Palmer and several rations of potent rum, I was shown to my quarters by the Deck Officer of the watch. There were two berths in the cabin, the lower of which was occupied by a sleeping form that did not stir when I entered. I climbed into the upper berth and quickly fell into a deep sleep.

When I awoke, the lower bunk was empty, and it appeared to be daylight. After the Captain’s dinner, I had no concept of time or place; I could have been asleep for an entire week – or was I just waking up from a bad dream? The creaking of the ship’s timbers and the human groans coming from someplace deep inside the vessel told me that I was indeed in the Year of Our Lord 1654 as I had been told by Captain Palmer after our introduction. 

I suddenly realized that I needed to relieve myself and made my way to the head. That pretty much confirmed I wasn’t locked in a nightmare. As I traversed forward from the stern, I was puzzled. The day before, I had only seen Fatou, the able seamen, and First Officer Hailey. Now there were approximately 100 nearly naked black men shackled together at the ankles, walking in a counterclockwise circle around the main deck. I quickly surmised it was one of their exercise periods. They must have been captured in Africa with the intention for them to be enslaved.
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