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What the Parrot
Saw





 “A note arrived for the
captain, ma’am, and it’s marked urgent.”

St. Armand read the
rumpled paper, a frown creasing the lean face.

“There’s no time for
further debate. I’ll dispose of this person for you, Barbara, and
make sure the body’s well hidden.”

“What? You can’t
kill me!”

They ignored such a
patently ridiculous statement, but Mrs. Simpson shook her head.

“I must insist.”

“Oh, very well.
Woodruff, you’re coming with me. Your only choice is whether it’s
bound and across your saddle, or riding.”

He appeared ready to
argue, but after one look at St. Armand’s set face said, “I’ll
ride.”

“You’ll find a way
to turn a profit on him,” Mrs. Simpson said, rising to her feet as
well, “I know you.”

“There is that,” St.
Armand said cheerfully. “He could have an unfortunate and fatal
accident aboard ship, and I know a surgeon in Nassau who pays well
for fresh cadavers. Don’t look so pasty-faced, boy. If you follow
orders, you should survive long enough to keep scribbling. The
first order is this… The captain is always right, and when I give
an order, I expect it to be obeyed. Say ‘Aye, Captain’ if you
understand.”

Woodruff looked at
him and swallowed.

“Aye, Captain.”
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Chapter 1

1839

“I don’t need a useless
white boy. Find someone else to take him off your hands.”

“Not a boy, a man.
The sort you favor, captain—golden curls, pouty mouth. He’s quite
pretty, I know you’ll agree.”

Captain St. Armand
stretched out long legs clad in close fitting buckskins, admiring
the shine on boots freshly polished. The brothel on St. Martin
offered a variety of services to its clients, from excellent meals
to boot-blacking, along with the usual amenities one expected from
such establishments.

“If I bring a pretty
lad aboard ship, everyone will want one. I don’t share my
toys.”

“You’ll take him,”
the madam said. “I’m calling in my marker for the incident last
year.”

“That wasn’t my
fault!”

“Your ship, your
crew, your fault, St. Armand.”

“Really, that man
needed some excitement in his life.”

“That’s not the
excitement Mr. Carlson sought at this house. He never expected a
goat.”

St. Armand snickered
at the memory. “I still say what you’re asking is excessive.”

“I thought you’d
turn me down.” Barbara Simpson took a sip of the sherry she’d
served herself. Her guest was drinking Jamaican rum, as usual. “You
should know though, the young man in question is Bunny Rathbone’s
relation.”

“Bunny Rathbone! How
is the dear old boy?”

“He’s well, moving
up in the world. He wrote me to say his cousin was touring the
islands and if he came here I should treat him as an honored guest.
Bunny implied Mr. Woodruff needed to experience more of life. To
put it bluntly, he called the young man a ‘stuffy, boring stick.’ I
invited him to the house, but first he ran into a spot of trouble
and I brought him here for safekeeping.”

The doors to the
parlor were open to catch the afternoon breezes rustling through
the bougainvillea—a restful pause before business commenced for the
evening. Comfortably rounded and middle-aged, Mrs. Simpson was a
shrewd businesswoman whose motto was to give the clients what they
desired—within reason—and to treat her girls as she’d wanted to be
treated when she’d worked there. She’d miss Captain St. Armand, a
favored customer setting sail for Nassau after a stop to provision
and catch up on mail and messages from home. A packed valise waited
near the door.

“The two of us have
fond memories of Bunny’s visits to this house, but I’m sailing on
the tide, so bring your package out here and let me see for
myself.”

The madam’s bully
boys were summoned and returned a short while later with their
“package” struggling between them in a futile attempt at freedom.
It was a young man in his mid-twenties, and, as promised, he had
bright gold hair and sky-blue eyes. One of those eyes was
blackened, and a bruise discolored the left side of his face. He
was also gagged with his hands tied in front of him.

“As you see, I need
your help taking him away, and you could use a cabin boy. You told
me so yourself. Mr. Woodruff has an unfortunate habit of speaking
intemperately, and there were people who took exception to what he
said.”

“People?”

“Americans. Ah, I
thought that would interest you.”

“I am
slightly tempted,” the captain said, looking the young man
over. “I may have a use for him, other than the obvious one. As
always, you have an excellent eye for the goods.”

The captive made a
noise muffled by his gag.

“Don’t look so
horrified, Sunshine. The work’s not onerous and it comes with
special benefits. If he’s annoying the Americans I’m thinking of,
it makes him far more trouble than he’s worth, Barbara. I’ll pay
you for the goat incident and leave him to his own devices.”

“The goat incident
set me back twenty-five pounds, not to mention the free services
Mr. Carlson received for his embarrassment. You owe me, but if you
take Woodruff with you to Nassau we’ll call it done.”

She directed one of
her men to get the captive’s gear. The captain pulled a fine cigar
from the mahogany box on the table, taking time to light it and
inhale before answering.

“Twenty-five pounds?
I don’t care how pouty his mouth is, there’s not a man alive worth
that amount.”

The bound man
squawked again, jerking against the hold on his arms.

“Untie the gag,
James. Maybe Woodruff can convince me of his worth.”

The gag removed, the
captive worked his square jaw back and forth, glaring at them.

“I demand you
release me at once! I am a British citizen and I will notify the
authorities!”

St. Armand looked at
Mrs. Simpson, then both laughed aloud. Even the guard chuckled.

“How do you intend
to back up that demand?” St. Armand asked. “Did you happen to bring
a knife with you? Or guns? Or friends with guns?”

“Friends with guns
are good, Captain.”

“Indeed they are,
James, but I don’t believe Woodruff has friends here, with or
without guns.”

“You cannot hold me
here! I did not come to the islands to end up in a bawdy house!” he
protested.

“Well, that’s your
problem right there, Sunshine.”

Woodruff took a deep
breath, then looked at the mistress of the house.

“You are not
responsible for me, Mrs. Simpson. I am not unappreciative of your
protecting me by keeping me here, but I can take care of
myself.”

“You don’t seem to
be doing a good job of it so far.”

He glared at the sea
captain.

“I do not know what
your interest in my affairs is, sir, but I do not need your
assistance.” He started to step forward, but James’s heavy hand on
his shoulder kept him in place.

St. Armand set down
the cigar.

“It’s not up to you.
Hold out your hands.”

Almost reflexively
the man thrust his arms out. St. Armand’s knife sliced through the
knots, but when Woodruff tried to pull his arm back, the captain
gripped his hand and turned it over.

“Soft and smooth as
a nun’s arse. You’ve never hauled lines or done work harder than
holding a pen. Don’t look so astounded. I can tell you’re a
scribbler from this callus on your finger.” Cold eyes scanned him
from his face down to his feet. “Soft all over. I only take crew
and cargo aboard my vessel. You are worthless to me.”

The brothel owner
delicately cleared her throat.

“Goats, St. Armand.
Remember the goats. You don’t have to keep him forever, like a pet.
Take him to Nassau or Jamaica and leave him there. You owe me, and
I owe”—she paused and looked at her guest—“our mutual friend, so
let’s be reasonable about this.”

Woodruff stared at
the sea captain. “You are Captain St. Armand? The Captain
St. Armand, of the Prodigal Son?”

Before he could
answer, the brothel’s majordomo knocked at the door.

“A note arrived for
the captain, ma’am, and it’s marked urgent.”

St. Armand read the
rumpled paper, a frown creasing the lean face.

“There’s no time for
further debate. I’ll dispose of this person for you, Barbara, and
make sure the body’s well hidden.”

“What? You can’t
kill me!”

They ignored such a
patently ridiculous statement, but Mrs. Simpson shook her head.

“I must insist.”

“Oh, very well.
Woodruff, you’re coming with me. Your only choice is whether it’s
bound and across your saddle, or riding.”

He appeared ready to
argue, but after one look at St. Armand’s set face said, “I’ll
ride.”

“You’ll find a way
to turn a profit on him,” Mrs. Simpson said, rising to her feet as
well, “I know you.”

“There is that,” St.
Armand said cheerfully. “He could have an unfortunate and fatal
accident aboard ship, and I know a surgeon in Nassau who pays well
for fresh cadavers. Don’t look so pasty-faced, boy. If you follow
orders, you should survive long enough to keep scribbling. The
first order is this… The captain is always right, and when I give
an order, I expect it to be obeyed. Say ‘Aye, Captain’ if you
understand.”

Woodruff looked at
him and swallowed.

“Aye, Captain.”

“Good lad. Wait for
me outside.”
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Oliver stood on the veranda,
rubbing his sore wrists. To be fair, he’d not been mistreated by
the brothel keeper or her staff. They’d kept him locked in a hut on
the back of the estate, but they’d cleaned up his cuts and bruises
and fed him.

His head buzzed as
he tugged on his jacket, thankfully still in one piece. Out of the
corner of his eye he could see the guard, lounging against the wall
but watching him. He wasn’t going to run off. He’d thought Captain
St. Armand a story made up by old salts cadging drinks from
gullible travelers. Some stories put the notorious sea rover in the
middle of the wars against Napoleon, some said he’d fought the
Americans, others said he’d outrun the Royal Navy in his schooner.
All the tales said men who crossed him didn’t live long enough to
regret it.

That seemed
impossible. Yes, St. Armand had the look of a pirate about him, but
his lithe form and light voice showed him to be far too young to
have fought for or against Napoleon. He was tall and clean-shaven,
with startling blue eyes. The French name combined with ebon hair
and tan skin made Oliver think he was from Mediterranean lands or a
mulatto. In the islands it was best not to pry.

St. Armand clearly
had secrets though, and the open windows to the house’s parlor made
it easy for Oliver to eavesdrop on the couple inside.

“I might have a use
for him, beyond the obvious. I’ve been looking for a man like
that.”

“I worry about you.
You cannot keep this up, my dear.”

The woman’s taffeta
skirts rustled, and he imagined her moving in closer to her lover
as she added, “Stay with me, St. Armand. You know how much I want
you.”

“It was a delightful
interlude, but this could not be a permanent diet for me, Barbara.
I am what I am. Some things are beyond my control.”

“What a waste. No
man can do for you what I can,” she grumbled.

Oliver’s skin flamed
as he listened. He wasn’t naïve. He’d been sent to school, heard
tales of sailors and their ways. Was Mrs. Simpson worried St.
Armand’s perversions would be exposed? Even worse, given the “cabin
boy” remarks, did he fancy Oliver for himself?

There was no further
conversation from the room behind him, but his hearing was
excellent and he suspected the couple was sharing an intimate
moment, kissing as they prepared to part. It was confirmed when he
heard St. Armand speak tenderly in a low voice.

“Goodbye, Barbara. I
don’t know when I’ll return, my dear, but I will always treasure
these days with you.”

“You know you have a
place in my heart as well, love. Goodbye, Mattie.”







Chapter 2

Horses were brought to the
front and St. Armand emerged from the house, strapping the valise
behind him before smoothly mounting the chestnut.

“Mount up,
Woodruff.”

Oliver secured his
own case, glad again he’d chosen to travel light. Without another
word, the captain set off, and he hurried to catch up. St. Armand
was quiet and alert, his eyes scanning the shrubbery and rocks as
they rode.

It was dusk. The
tropical light gave a soft haze to the road, and they didn’t need
torches. St. Martin was like most of the other locales Oliver had
visited in the Caribbean—run-down and neglected, but bright with
flowers and lush vegetation.

A perfumed note from
Mrs. Simpson had arrived within a day of his ship docking, inviting
Oliver to the house, saying an unnamed mutual acquaintance had
recommended him to her. The offer had piqued his curiosity, but he
was pummeled in the tavern before he could act on it on his
own.

Now his adventures
were taking a very different turn. St. Armand seemed exactly the
sort of picaresque character who’d do well in a novel or travel
journal, though Oliver would sooner die than give in to the
pirate’s advances. Perhaps St. Armand was simply an opportunistic
hedonist, enjoying the company of women as well as men.

“Captain, I
appreciate your helping me to leave that establishment, but I don’t
want you to have a”—he struggled for words that wouldn’t insult
this well-armed man—“a false impression about me. I am not
interested in, in…”

The words trailed
off in the dusk.

“Yes, Woodruff, what
is it you’re not interested in? I’d be fascinated to find out,” St.
Armand said, glancing over his shoulder at the road behind
them.

“I don’t want you to
have a false impression about me, about why I’m accompanying you. I
couldn’t help but overhear your farewells with Mrs. Simpson.”

There was silence
while he seemed to mull over Oliver’s words.

“Let me be certain
we’re clear on what it is that does not interest you. You
eavesdropped on a private moment, and now you’re warning me not to
have designs on your fair young body. Is that correct?”

“I’m trying to have
a serious conversation, sir! I’ve heard about you and your ship.
You have a reputation as a notorious libertine, a voluptuary…”

“And you’re not that
kind of boy? I can fix that.”

Oliver’s teeth
clenched and he could see the man next to him enjoying his
discomfort.

“See here—”

“Stifle it. I need
to pay attention to the road, and I don’t have time for your
maidenly airs.”

St. Armand was
listening for something, occasionally looking over one shoulder.
They rode along in silence until he said, “Woodruff, do you recall
your first lesson for life at sea?”

“Always obey the
captain’s orders?”

The captain looked
behind them, then grinned at Oliver.

“Ride like your arse
is on fire, Woodruff. That’s an order!”

Two shots rang out,
followed by a shout from behind them.

“Halt, you
blackguard! You’re under arrest!”

“Someone’s shooting
at us!” Oliver yelled unnecessarily, but St. Armand was already
ahead of him, the horse’s hooves beating a cloud of dust on the
road. The gold braid decorating the captain’s coat kept him in
Oliver’s sights, and he caught up after an eternity of hard
riding.

“Who is shooting at
us?”

“Do you want to wait
here and find out? Decide fast, because if they catch you, you’ll
be hanged as a pirate.”

“I’m not a
pirate!”

“Good luck
explaining that on your way to the gallows.”

St. Armand pulled
forward again, and Oliver concentrated on riding and keeping his
head down. Another shot whizzed by his ear and he cursed the
pirate, but their pursuers were falling back. More importantly, he
could see the lights of the bay ahead of him.

St. Armand leaped
off the chestnut onto the dock, then unstrapped his valise as a
ragged boy ran forward to take the reins.

“The horses go back
to Mrs. Simpson,” the captain said, flipping a coin the boy neatly
snagged out of the air.

Oliver dismounted
and ran over to St. Armand, already headed to a boat bobbing in the
water. Three sailors waited there and one caught the captain’s bag
as it was thrown in.

“Come aboard and
take your chances, Woodruff, or stay here and chat with the
gentlemen behind us.”

“Trouble, Captain?”
asked a sailor.

“Nothing out of the
ordinary.”

Oliver climbed into
the boat and hunkered down, looking over his shoulder. The rest of
them did not seem overly concerned, even when the pursuers reached
the docks and started yelling for a boat of their own.

The sailors rowed
them out to a schooner with raked masts. Prodigal Son was
painted on its bow. They ignored the hollering from the docks and
chatted with their captain as Oliver climbed aboard to the stifled
snickers from one of the sailors following him, then St. Armand
shimmied smoothly up the ladder, taking Oliver by the arm and
standing him at the rail.

“Stay here until I
figure out what to do with you. You can wait. The tide will not.
Mr. Turnbull, get us underway.”

Oliver did as
instructed, his bag at his feet, taking in all the activity. The
mate, Turnbull, was a grizzled salt with half an ear missing and
the remainder of his face looking as if it was put together on a
bad day for faces. The crew responded smartly to the barked orders.
Oliver pulled his notebook and his pencil from his jacket, trying
to appear unobtrusive and unthreatening as he jotted down notes.
He’d expected the crew of a pirate ship to be oozing evil out of
their pores, but these men sang as they raised the anchor, hauling
away at an arcane arrangement of ropes and pulleys. If he could
capture the moment on paper he’d be better able to reconstruct the
scene later.

The sails stretched
out, reaching for the wind, and the schooner soared through the
water like an osprey after a fish. He stood at the gunwale, taking
it in. He’d been beaten, shot at, held prisoner in a brothel
(without enjoying any of its usual services), and hauled aboard an
alleged pirate ship. He’d longed for adventure when he was confined
to the dreary offices in Manchester, and now he was getting it in
abundance. The creak of canvas and rope, the sailors’ chanteys, the
mystery of the ship’s captain… He looked over his shoulder at St.
Armand, talking with the helmsman.

The captain wore a
finely tailored frock coat of navy blue wool with a high, black
velvet collar. It was crusted with gold braid, gleaming buttons
moving down at an angle from the wide padded shoulders to a tapered
waist. He sported a black silk dotted neckcloth against his white
linen, a red satin sash girdled his waist, and the smooth buckskins
were tucked into high boots. His curls fell across his forehead,
though he eschewed the side whiskers so many other young gallants
favored.

Oliver tugged
nervously at his torn shirt cuff, even as he knew he’d never be
able to compete with such sartorial splendor. The captain studied
him in turn as if pondering what to do, then motioned him over.

The mate joined
them.

“Shipping a new man,
Captain?”

“We’re transporting
Woodruff here to Nassau, Mr. Turnbull. I’ve explained I don’t carry
passengers, so you’ll find him a hammock and show him the
ropes.”

There was a rush of
air overhead and Oliver ducked reflexively, avoiding a collision
with a flashy green parrot swooping down to perch on St. Armand’s
shoulder.

“Good evening,
Roscoe. Who’s a good boy?”

The parrot ruffled
his wings as Turnbull passed over a handful of nuts he’d pulled
from a pouch at his waist.

“That’s a lovely
par—”

“Don’t say it!”
Turnbull and St. Armand said at the same time.

St. Armand reached
up to scratch the bird under his beak. “This is Roscoe, the ship’s
cat. Who’s a good kitty? Who’s a good boy?”

Oliver could deal
with being shot at, beaten, evicted from a brothel, kidnapped by
pirates, but there were some situations he was not willing to
accept. “I realize I may not survive this voyage in one piece, but
I must speak my mind, Captain. That is not a cat.”

“When I want your
opinion, I will tell you so. Roscoe’s a prime mouser and a valuable
member of the crew. Last I checked, your greatest value to me may
be in selling you to the anatomists. Do not confuse our ship’s cat
about his duties aboard this vessel.”

The bird cocked his
head and eyed Oliver.

“Lubber!
Lubber!”

“Ain’t that the
truth.” Turnbull sighed. “You don’t want to be more useless than
the cat. It could end badly for you. Can you peel potatoes?”

“Peel potatoes?
Certainly not. We had servants for that.”

“Wrong answer. Try
again.”

Oliver looked around
at all the hard-working sailors, then swallowed and turned back to
the mate. “Aye, Mr. Turnbull.”

“That is the correct
answer. You’ll assist Cook in the galley for now. Daly!”

St. Armand watched
this byplay with a sardonic smile, or perhaps it was only the
crescent-shaped scar at the corner of his mouth pulling his lips
into a quirk. A red-headed sailor hurried over, and Turnbull told
him to take Oliver below and show him where to hang his hammock.
Daly was close in age to Oliver, and his brogue made his origins
clear.

“Welcome aboard the
Prodigal Son,” the sailor said cheerfully. “I’ll put you
with the starboard mess. That’s where I am, and we’ve the best
mates there. Watch your head. I’ve seen green men knock themselves
out cold below decks.”

It was dim below,
filled with the scent of brine, men in close quarters, and oil
lamps. Oliver’s eyes adjusted as Daly introduced him to the other
crewmen—a polyglot mix of Africans, a Dutchman, Spaniards,
Englishmen, an additional Irishman, an American or two, and a
Chinaman. A sailor with a tight cap of white curls on his head and
a weathered face wrinkled and dark as a walnut only grunted at the
introductions, then went back to carving scrimshaw.

“Don’t take it
personal, Woodruff. Daniel Green here ain’t the friendly type, but
he’s the best when we’re reefing the topsails. He’s a hero of the
Royal Navy, he is, saw a lot of action during the wars.”

“Is this a British
ship then?” He’d seen the flag, but St. Armand’s speech was a
mélange of American and English rhythms with a hint of island
patois. Turnbull sounded like he’d been born in sight of Dover’s
cliffs.

“Well now, that’s
kind of a tricky question and best not explored too deeply, if you
know what I mean. Ah, Mr. Nash, let me introduce you to…”

“Oliver Woodruff,”
he said, extending his hand. The other man shook it. He clutched a
sheaf of papers in his left hand. It was missing two fingers. The
ones remaining had knuckles swollen with rheumatism, a common
complaint in the damp and cold environment of a sea going vessel.
But his eyes were keen over the spectacles pulled low on his
squashed nose.

“And your place on
this vessel?”

Oliver tugged at his
ear. “I believe I rank somewhere below the ship’s…cat, and for now
I’m to assist the cook.”

“Mr. Nash here is
the quartermaster, among other tasks,” Daly explained. “If it has
anything to do with the ship’s business of buying, selling, doling
out the shillings or what have you, he’s the man to see.”

Nash pulled out a
pencil from over his ear and made a note in the numbers on his
papers.

“I’ll sort it out
with Mr. Turnbull. Get some slops, keep your gentlemen’s gear for
when you’re ashore. Welcome aboard.”

The ship was
settling into its evening routine and Daly found Oliver a mess kit
in ship’s stores to go with his slops—loose duck trousers, worn but
clean, a knit shirt like the other sailors had, and a blue jacket
torn at the shoulder but a reasonable fit.

Daly looked at
Oliver with approval after he’d changed into his new gear.

“That’s more like
it. No place for a gentleman down here, only us sailors.”

The crew had eaten
earlier in the day so the Irishman took Oliver to the galley, where
he said with a wink that he’d cajole the cook into giving the new
man a bite to eat.

The cook was short
and so black his skin gleamed blue in the lantern light. He
appeared singularly unimpressed by Daly’s blarney, but after the
sailor left he cut off a hunk of cheese and a wedge of a
meat-stuffed pastry to go with it. He put it in front of Oliver
along with a cup of coffee, motioning him to pull up a cask to sit
on. The cook had one foot and a wooden stump, and while he had a
crutch under his arm, he had no trouble navigating the rolling
decks.

“They call me Cook,
but ashore I’m Mr. Cicero Holt,” the cook said. “Mr. Turnbull tells
me you’re my new helper. Show me your hands.”

“What is it about my
hands that fascinates people?” Oliver muttered, but he popped the
last bite of pastry into his mouth and followed orders.

Holt, whose own
hands were tough and wiry as the rest of him, shook his head, then
reached for a small knife off a rack.

“Start peeling,
Woodruff. I’ve work to do to prepare for tomorrow.” He pulled out a
bag of vegetables and showed Oliver where he’d save the scraps for
the ship’s animals. Some of the odors belowdecks weren’t only from
the two-legged crew members.

Oliver was hacking
away at a potato when Holt barked at him, “We’ll be roasting the
ship’s cat before landfall if you keep wasting food like that!”

He showed him how to
remove skin and leave potato behind, and eventually there was a
pile of tubers cleaned and set aside for the next day. Oliver stood
and put his hands at the small of his back, stretching muscles
complaining from the unexpected manual labor.

“Glad that’s over,”
he said, turning toward the door. “Ow!”

The cook whacked his
arm with the end of his crutch.

“You ain’t done
until I say you’re done. Now, start on those pots.”

Oliver towered over
the cook, his blistered hands clenched at his side.

“See here, I am not
a scullion—”

This time the tip of
the crutch landed on Oliver’s throat when he tried to move.

“If those pots ain’t
cleaned to my satisfaction, you’re leaving here feet first. You got
that?”

He jerked his head
for yes, the pressure of the crutch keeping him from speaking.

When the cook
finally released him from the galley the pots shone and the food
was organized for the next day’s meals. Oliver fumbled his way into
the hammock as the starboard watch snored around him. He rubbed his
aching arm, and as his heavy eyes closed, he offered a brief prayer
for fair winds to speed him to Nassau.







Chapter 3

“Shake a leg, Woodruff. The
men want their victuals.”

Oliver blearily
pried one eye open, hoping it was a bad dream. Holt was standing
next to his hammock. The luxury of being a passenger and sleeping
the morning away seemed a distant memory as Oliver pulled on his
shoes and yawned his way to the galley.

The parrot was
there, perched on a chair back, eating fruit from a cup, still
eyeing him suspiciously.

“Are you concerned
Roscoe’s going to fly around and do something in the porridge, Mr.
Holt?”

“Don’t be foolish,
lubber. He uses his sandbox like a proper ship’s cat. ’Sides, this
lot probably wouldn’t notice anyway.”

Oliver pretended he
didn’t hear that as, under Holt’s direction, he carried pots of
porridge to the mess, and a second trip with steaming coffee.
Conversation was limited as the men hurried through their meal to
get to their tasks, and Oliver returned to the galley and gulped
down his own breakfast while the cook readied a tray.

“Take this to the
captain’s cabin, smartly now.”

The captain had
mostly the same as the men save for the addition of fine china and
silver rather than tin plates and cups. There was a pot of coffee,
porridge with a small dish of honey, and cheese from the ship’s
goat.

He hesitated outside
the cabin, trying to figure out how to knock and balance the tray
while the deck rolled beneath his feet. Fortunately, the door
opened and Mr. Turnbull looked down at him, then raised an
eyebrow.

“Your new cabin boy
is here.”

“I am not the cabin
boy,” Oliver said, setting the tray on the captain’s table, wincing
as the handles chafed his blistered hands. “I’m the cook’s
assistant.”

St. Armand was
dressed but didn’t look fully awake, and nearly snatched the cup of
coffee from his hand.

“You’re the cabin
boy if I say you’re the cabin boy.”

“Meow.”

Oliver paused from
putting out the porridge. “Did your animal just meow outside
your door?”

“Isn’t that what
cats do? Let him in.”

Roscoe flew in once
the door was opened, settling on an oak perch fastened to the deck.
He gave Oliver a glance, then turned aside to groom himself.
Turnbull dropped nuts in Roscoe’s dish, and the bird mumbled and
began cracking them.

St. Armand, looking
more awake now, watched him through the steam rising from the
coffee cup. The captain wore a less flamboyant jacket than the
previous day, dark green with only a satin edging at the collar and
cuffs.

“Are you enjoying
your voyage, Woodruff? Everything comfortable and cozy for
you?”

Oliver mulled over
the best response that wouldn’t get him flogged or keelhauled. They
were away from land. The captain had fulfilled his obligation to
get him off St. Martin. After all, he had bragged about his ability
to dispose of bodies. What could be easier than feeding one
complaining Englishman to the sharks?

“I am finding the
voyage interesting, and I’m learning things.”

“How to peel
potatoes?”

“That, and also
about life belowdecks. It’s quite the adventure.” He scratched his
ear ruefully, startled to see the parrot imitate the gesture with
his claw. The bird watched him, its head cocked to the side. Oliver
didn’t know if that meant it was about to attack, or whether it was
viewing him in a new light.

“Will there be
anything else, Captain?”

“Yes. Tell me about
the men who beat you on St. Martin.”

He almost pulled out
the chair to seat himself but stopped at a growl from Turnbull.
Passengers might sit in the captain’s presence, cabin boys and
galley scullions did not. Turnbull went back to examining charts
and Oliver took a deep breath, collecting his thoughts. It had been
hot and dank that painful evening in Marigot, with insects flying
into eyes and ears and contributing to the short tempers.

“We were in the
tavern. It started out easily enough, but then the talk turned to
slavery and Britain’s emancipation of its Negroes. The men who
confronted me were drinking through most of the day. They did not
like my point of view.”

St. Armand nodded.
“Politics and brandy aren’t a good combination, particularly when
Americans are involved. They were American, were they not? From the
Southern states?”

“How did you know
that?”

“You’d be surprised
what I know.”

Oliver didn’t know
why those simple words sent a shiver down his spine, but the
captain was still talking.

“Are you
anti-slavery then?”

“I am, though it is
not a popular position in Manchester. I am not afraid to stand up
for what I believe in. I even wrote a strongly worded letter to the
Times condemning the practice.”

“Good to know you’re
a man of action, Woodruff. Here in the islands fledgling nations
are fighting to get out from under European control and political
discussions are dangerous. The United States in particular stomps
around like a belligerent drunkard, looking to take on anyone they
think is standing in their way. Most annoying.”

“Speaking of
belligerents, Captain… Why were men were shooting at us on St.
Martin?”

“People shoot at me
all the time. One gets used to it.”

“They do not shoot
at me!”

“You dwell on the
past far too much. You’re here, you’re not a cadaver—carpe
diem, Woodruff. Seize the opportunity to expand your
horizons.”

“As a pirate?”

“Good heavens, lad,
none of us are pirates. That is against the law. We are
enterprising merchants. You’d do well to remember the distinction,”
he finished gently, holding out his coffee cup for a refill.

Despite the mild
tone and the warm air in the captain’s cabin, Oliver willed his
hand not to shake as he poured.

“Do you expect more
people to shoot at you—us on this voyage, Captain?”

As if responding to
a stage cue, there was a knock on the door.

“Mr. Turnbull, it’s
as you thought,” said Jonas, one of the sailors Oliver had met over
the morning porridge. “That was the Salacia you
spotted.”

“Very good, Jonas.
Find Mr. Nash, then stand by.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Let us see what
Nash has to say, then we’ll proceed,” Turnbull said to the captain.
“Are you done with him?” he added, jerking his head toward
Oliver.

“He does brighten up
the cabin, but I would not want to get on the bad side of Cook by
keeping his assistant. You are dismissed, Woodruff.”

Oliver busied
himself gathering up the dishes and disposing of the scummy water
St. Armand used to wash before breakfast. It smelled of sandalwood,
probably from shaving soap.

In the galley he
asked the cook about the ship they’d spotted.

“The Salacia?
Are you certain?”

“It’s not a common
name, so yes, I’m certain that’s what they said.”

Holt mulled this
over while he worked on the meal for midday.

“There’s history
with our ship and the Salacia. Captain Jensen and Captain
St. Armand… Well, sometimes they’re friendly toward each other,
other times you want to check to make sure your powder’s dry and
your blade’s sharp. If they called for Mr. Nash, then there’s going
to be some trading going on. In the meantime, we need to get
everyone fed. Back to work.”

Once he was finally
released from the confines of the galley with its heat and
interminable turnips, he went up on deck to get some fresh air. A
blur of green rushed past his ear and Oliver reflexively ducked.
The parrot perched on a coil of rope in front of him and dropped
something at his feet.

It was a dead
rat.

“Roscoe only brings
gifts to people he likes, and he doesn’t like many people,” the
captain said from behind him.

The bird preened its
feathers, confident the offering would be accepted with good grace.
Oliver eyed the rodent for a moment, then turned and looked at St.
Armand.

“May I ask what I’m
supposed to do with this bounty?”

St. Armand nudged it
with a booted toe.

“You could put it in
your pocket in case you get peckish later, but if not, you can toss
it over the side. Just be sure Roscoe doesn’t see you doing it. It
will hurt his feelings, make him feel rejected.”

“We wouldn’t want
that, not when he’s already suffering a crisis of identity.” He
bent and picked up the rodent by its tail, shuddering slightly,
then strolled away, keeping the rat hidden from sight so the bird
couldn’t see it.

It slipped over the
rail and hit the water without making much of a splash, and the
bird didn’t squawk, so Oliver rejoined the ship’s master.

“Walk with me.”

Oliver gratefully
obeyed, cramped muscles loosening as they paced the ship. St.
Armand watched everything, but it was Turnbull who gave the men
their working orders. They looked different from the sailors aboard
the vessel that brought him to the islands. The men of the
Prodigal Son went about their work cheerfully, their
clothing wasn’t in rags, and they didn’t have the pinched faces of
sailors subjected to verbal abuse or even a clout with a knotted
rope like those on his last journey. He realized he hadn’t paid
much attention to those men. He played cards with other passengers
in the saloon, dined at the captain’s table, exchanged pleasantries
with the officers. The sailors were there, part of the ship’s
machinery, but not part of his life.

“Why are you in the
islands, Woodruff? I’ll ferry you to Nassau, but after that if you
want to get yourself killed, it’s none of my concern.”

Oliver stopped and
rubbed his hand along the polished rail.

“I came here wanting
a change from England. My father was sickly for many years and I
could not leave the family. Now my father’s gone and I must take up
my responsibilities, but I promised myself that before that happens
I would do something—something just for myself. So here I am.”

St. Armand moved
next to him, looking out over the waves. “Nothing wrong with
wanting adventure and change. The world is a vast place, and
England is only a small part of it. Some of the men are aboard
because they wanted change, and some are here because they want to
be paid to see a bit of the world.”

“To be honest,
Captain, I’d hoped for more adventure and fewer turnips.”

“Keep your eyes
open. The day’s not yet over.”

Oliver returned to
his duties below, and when he carried in a fish stew, the mess
cheered to see it. Leaving port with fresh ingredients and a lucky
catch earlier that morning meant they’d dine well.

“See, that’s one of
the reasons the Prodigal’s a good ship. Mr. Turnbull and the
captain, they take care of the crew, don’t pinch coins until they
holler just to get a touch more profit for the owners,” Daly
said.

Oliver filled his
own kit as he took a seat.

“Who owns the
Prodigal Son?”

“Captain St. Armand
is part owner, as are Mr. Nash and Mr. Turnbull. Some nob in
England also has a share. I’ve crewed on ships where the owners
short the crew’s mess to cram in more cargo. Don’t see that
here.”

“What about the
other ship out there—the Salacia?”

“You could see some
action, youngster.” Green didn’t say anything more as he reached
for the coffee. There was an air of heightened anticipation among
the men, and Oliver wondered if the charges of “Pirate!” along with
the tales of the legendary Captain St. Armand had validity.

Released from his
galley duties, Oliver joined his shipmates on deck as they drew
closer. The Salacia was larger than the schooner, carrying
more canvas, and Green said it was a merchantman out of New
York.

Nash stood next to
the captain and Turnbull at the larboard rail, going through the
papers in his hands.

“And molasses and
coffee from Cuba.”

“I like coffee.”

“So do people in
London, Captain.” He scribbled some notes with his pencil, doing
quick calculations. “With the Salacia’s coffee added to what
you already have, you could make a tidy profit on this voyage, even
without the other cargo.”

“Good thing about
coffee, Mr. Nash, is everyone wants it. Perhaps I’ll sell it in New
York. First though, let’s chat with Captain Jensen. Woodruff!”

“Sir?”

“You’ll row over
with us. You said you wanted a change from turnips. Go see
Green.”

Green, issuing
weapons from a locker, frowned when he saw Oliver in line, but
passed him an axe and said, “Try not to poke anyone in the arse
with that, lubber.”

Oliver watched how
the others secured their various blades at their waist and followed
their example.

“Are we going to
have to fight?”

“You never know,”
Daly said cheerfully, “but being prepared and alive is better than
being surprised and dead, ain’t it?”

The Salacia
backed its sails and no threats were shouted at them, but they were
carrying fewer guns than the Prodigal Son. Swivel guns
amidships seemed to be the extent of their armament, though there
were probably small arms available to them as well, along with
pikes to repel boarders.

Oliver took an oar,
the captain sat in the bow, and a ladder was lowered for them when
they came alongside. Oliver followed St. Armand and saw the crew of
the Salacia watching, but not pointing weapons at them. They
looked to the bearded barrel of a man emerging from below, broad
through the torso but shorter than St. Armand.

“So it is you, you
scoundrel! Have you come to rob me then?”

“I seem to recall
you owe me from our last encounter, Jensen.”

“I owe you? You have
a lot of gall, you sharkbait!”

The tension rose as
Oliver stood near his captain, sweat prickling down his back.

St. Armand looked up
at the American flag flapping above Jensen and rubbed his chin.
Then he shrugged and pulled a pistol out of his pocket.

“Clearly we disagree
on this. I’ll make it simple. Pay me what you owe me, or I’ll shoot
Woodruff.”

It took Oliver’s
brain a moment to process the captain’s words. Everyone was staring
at him, and the sailors nearest him were inching away from the gun
pointed at his head.

“What? What? Wait!
Damn it…”

He sputtered to an
incoherent finish as the two ship’s captains politely watched him,
then a guffaw burst out from Jensen and he bent over with laughter,
slapping his knee.

“I swear, the look
on your man’s face. That was priceless!”

St. Armand grinned
at Oliver and lowered the pistol.

“That enough
excitement for you, Woodruff?”

Oliver put his hands
behind his back to keep from stomping over and punching that louche
fool in the snoot. He kept his temper in check and inclined his
head to the two commanders.

“Well played,
Captain. If I’m not about to be shot for your amusement, do you
have orders for me?” Oliver asked.

Jensen looked at him
with interest. “A new pet?”

“My cabin boy,” St.
Armand purred. “What else he is remains to be seen. But that will
have to wait. Do you have information for me?”

Jensen sobered. “I
do, but I don’t know if you want to take this one on, Matt. There’s
risk.”

“Merciful heavens, a
day without risk is like a day without coffee. And speaking of
that, if you have some to trade I could make room in my hold.”

As they turned to go
below St. Armand looked over his shoulder.

“Your orders,
Woodruff, are to assist Green with anything he needs.”

Simple enough, and
the crews of the two ships appeared to be on good terms. It looked
unlikely that he would use his axe today. He could see the benefit
of it on a vessel where it could hack through rope, wood, or men,
though he shuddered at the last thought. Killing sailors because
they stood between the crew of the Prodigal Son and coffee
was not the excitement he wanted.

Sacks were brought
up from the Salacia’s hold, and with an oof he
hoisted one over his shoulder to load in the boat. Based on what
he’d seen aboard ship, coffee more than grog was the pirate drink
of choice. They followed the navy custom of a ration of the rum
drink each evening as well, carefully doled out under Mr. Nash’s
watchful eyes.

The two captains
returned and Oliver watched them talk, their heads close together.
Jensen put his hand on St. Armand’s arm and said something, but St.
Armand shook his head.

He glanced up and
met Oliver’s gaze, looking straight into his eyes, and heat rushed
through him. He was being evaluated, he knew, but for what?

“Get that to the
boat.”

“Aye, Mr. Green.”
Oliver turned away, feeling… He didn’t want to think about how he
was feeling. St. Armand was taking a personal interest in him,
which, on one hand alarmed him, and on the other…

He hadn’t felt a
fascination like this since his school days, that period of
confusion and turmoil. He’d later dismissed those feelings as the
sort of things many boys go through, based on his observations of
his peers, and hadn’t considered those moments since. Not really.
Not until now. Too much was happening to him, and each day he was
in danger of drowning
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