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member of the crew went blind,” Purvis related, and

Captain and the officers hid in their quarters for fear they
would catch the horrible disease. But they ran short of
food and water and were forced out. Then the First 7.;»8
went blind, and one by one, the officers lost their w_m.rﬁ.
Blind, they roamed the decks. Blind, they found no .&EW
or food. The Captain determined to escape the ship in the
small boat. But he was so desperate, he broke his arm try-
ing to disengage the boat and lower it to the water. And
so he was alone with the dead and the dying beneath the
blazing sun. And the ship was loose upon the sea, flung

i n it to
here and there as the sea wished, and no one has see

this day.”
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“But how is it known that the Caprain broke his arm?”
I asked.

“Ah .. sighed Seth Smith, “we just know.” The weak
light from the oil lamp cast shadows shaped like spoons
on the faces of the men. Gardere had shut his eyes tight as
though blinded by Purvis’ story.

“Other ships passed it by before it disappeared,” Pur-
vis said to me in that tone of absolute conviction I'd heard
before in the men’s voices when theyd told tales that were
more invention than truth. “And a certain Captain swore he
saw the small boat hanging at such an angle from its davits
that it was clear the Master of that ship had made an unsuc-
cessful attempt to lower it and harmed himself.”

I could not follow Purvis' reasoning at all, yet there was a
sense of truth about the story, at least about the horror of it.

“Is there no cure for such a disease?” I asked.

“None,” replied Ned. “No more than there’s a cure for
man himself.” I stared at him, still wondering why he'd given
me such a blow when I'd cried our at the sight of the dead
child. I hoped he'd been trying to protect me. I knew now
how the crew responded to any sign of my distress at the
plight of the blacks.

“Never mind that, Ned,” said Gardere sulkily, open-

ing his eyes wide. “You're not a saint, you know.” Gardere’s

81



g

P

The Slave Dancer

voice was thick as though his throat was full of honey, and

his words were faindly slurred. All the men had been drinking
heavily ever since Gardere and Purvis had come off watch.
Even though it was so late, they had not, as was their habit,
flung themselves instantly into their hammocks.

We had weighed anchor and sailed that evening so the
slaves would not see the shore of their homeland disappear-
ing, and a fresh land wind was bearing us along smoothly.
But the men were not cased by our progress; their mood was
restless and shadowed by gloom. All day, theyd been telling
cach other stories of lost ships although none so dreadful as
the one I'd just heard.

But the stories did not drown out the sounds from the
holds. Not all the gabble of the sailors, the sustained flow
of the wind that drove us on, could mask the keening of
the slaves as they twisted and rurned on the water casks, or
struggled to find an edge of one of a handful of straw pallets
upon which to rest their shackled ankles. I dozed. 1 woke.
Never to silence. Would it go on this way to the end of our
voyage? Sharkey claimed they would settle down. Settle
down to what?

It seemed that Benjamin Stout was to be in charge of the
slaves. Next day, he raced from one task to another. Although

I had grown to dislike the slowness of his walk and gesture,
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I mﬁ.u_:a his energy even more repulsive. He saw to the water
rations, to Curry’s activities with the huge cauldron. Fre-
quently, he hung over the holds, shouting down a few words
of the African language. I asked Ned if he, too, could speak
African. He told me there were as many languages in Africa
as there were tribes but since none of them were Christian he
would not corrupt his tongue by learning a single word from
any of them. Did he know, I asked him, what people we car-
ried on our ship? Ashantis, he'd replied with disgust, probabl
captured in tribal wars with the Yoruba. '
“But the children don't battle, do they?” I asked.

| “The chiefs kidnap the children,” he replied. “The slavers
give good trade goods for them because they fetch such high
prices in the West Indies.” He looked contemptuously toward
the now distant shore, more like a low-lying cloud than land
“The African was tempted and then became depraved by mﬂ
desire for the material things offered him by debased traders.

It’s ail the Devil’s work.”

3
‘o:v Zﬂm. ?

« > - - -
My heart’s not in it,” he said flatly. I wondered about
me r 3 . - .
eart, imagining it to be something like one of the raisins

Curry used to slip into the duff.
We hadn'’t had such a good thing to eat as duff in many

83



S

The Slave Dancer

weeks. Being on a ship and eating from its stores was like a
man burning down his house to keep warm.

I had not yet been seriously afflicted with the thing
called sea-sickness. But early the next morning, we hit a
strange turbulence in the sea so that The Moonlight pitched
forward, then rolled sideways in such rapid alternation that
my stomach did likewise. I took only a swallow of water. I
felt that if I didn’t keep my mouth tightly closed, 1 should be
curned inside out like a garment that was to be Jaundered.

If the ship’s wild pitching made me ill, it drove the
blacks below into frenzies of terror. Howls and cries rose out
of the holds unceasingly. The ship herself seemed to protest
che violence of the water, whining and creaking more loudly
than I'd ever heard her.

Ben Stout, the Caprain and Spark appeared untouched
by the suffering of our cargo. I can’t say the rest of the crew
took pity on the miserable creatures in their dark places below
the deck, burt the men were silent, and avoided the holds as
much as they could.

The Captain had had his chair lashed close to the wheel
and did not leave it until we were free of this convulsion of

the sea. Spark had joined Stout near the holds, wearing his
pistol and carrying the same tarred rope with which Purvis

had been flogged. Spark never looked down no matter what
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sounds issued from below. Then I forgot my sick stomach
forgot everything. -

| As he left his chair, the Captain shouted, “Tell Bollwee-
vil to get his pipe.” Gardere glanced briefly at me from his
position at the helm. I could not read his expression.

With a small smile, Stout said, “Get ready to play your
music, lad,” then reached out his hand to pat my shoulder. |
moved back quickly as though a cotton-mouth had struck .5
my direction. I saw; as clearly as I could see the cat-o’-nine-
tails in his other hand, those fleshy fingers gripped around
the ankle of the dead little girl.

I went below and got my fife, but stood unmoving in
the dark until I heard them shouting for me.

The slaves from one of the holds were being hoisted one
by one to the deck. Only the women and the youngest chil-
dren were unshackled.

In just a few days, they had become so battered, so
bowed by the fears that must have tormented them, that Mrn
could barely stand up. They blinked in the bright white li r%
of the growing day. Then they sank to the deck, the iowmsﬁ
n_cmnrm:m weakly at the children, their shoulders bent o
though to receive the blows of death. o

All
hands were present; even Ned was ordered to leave

his workbench and stand to attention.
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The slaves were given their water rations and fed rice

with a sauce of pepper and oil. When they saw the food and

water, sighs rose from them like small pufts of wind, one fol-

lowing so close on the other that in the end, it seemed one

great exhalation of air.
“Some of them think we eat them,” irp%m:& Purvis

to me. “They think that first meal was only to fool them.

When they see we intend to keep on feeding them, they

grow quite cheerful.”

I saw no cheer. The adults ate mournfully, the food

dribbling from their lips as though their spirits were 100 low
to keep their jaws firm. The children spoke among them-
a child’s head as though she

selves. Sometimes a woman held

feared its voice might draw down punishment upon it, and

rice from the child’s mouth would spill across her arm.
When they had finished cheir meal, the Captain said to

Stout, “Tell them to stand up. And tell them we have a musi-

cian for them and that they are dance for me.”

“] can’t tell them all that, Sir” Stout replied. “T don't

know their words for dancing or for music.”

“Then tell them something to get them to their feet!”

cried the Caprain angrily as he flourished his pistol.

Stout began to speak to the slaves. They did not look

at him. Some stared up at the tarpaulin as though there were
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a picture painted on it; others looked down at their feet
We had formed a circle around them, dressed mrom
ﬁomm of us armed. Many of them were naked; a few rmmvam mﬁm
bits of cloth around their waists. glanced at the sailors MM&,
eyes <<.Qm turned upward toward heaven. I supposed rm Smw
reporting to God on the folly of everyone else but himself,
Bur the rest were staring fixedly at the slaves. [ felt mmszL
and agitated. I sensed, I saw, how beyond the advantage
had of weapons, their nakedness made them helpless mwmsﬂw
we had not been armed, our clothes and boots m_o:.m W | n_
have given us power. "
"There was something else that held the attention of the
men—and my own. It was the unguarded difference betwee
the bodies of the men and women. )
I had told no living soul that on some of my lat
walks through the old quarter at home, 1 had mmnnw me
chance of hell fire by glancing through the windows OM,
certain houses where I had seen women undressing, and
undressed. I can only say that I didn’t /inger at Hwo%vém?
dows. Sometimes, after my peeking, I had been ashamed
Other times, I had rolled on the ground with _m:mvﬂmn.
Why I was chagrined in one instance and hilarious :%

another, I don’t know.

But what I felt now, now that I could gaze withour
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restraint at the helpless an

a mortification beyond any I had ever imagined.

the black men had risen, swaying, to th
ers stood. But several remained sq
about him with the cat-o’-nine,

fangs toward th

The Slave Dancer

d revealed forms of these slaves, was

At the increasingly harsh shouts of Ben Stout, some of
eir feet. Then oth-

uatting. Stout began to lay
slapping the deck, flicking its

e feet of those who had not Hmmwo:m& to his

cries with even a twitch. At last, he whipped them to their

feet. The women had risen at the first word, clutching the

small children to their breasts.

“Bollweevil!” called the Caprain.

Ned suddenly lit up his pipe.

I blew. A broken squeak came out of my fife.

“Tie him to the topmost crosstrees!” screamed Caw-

thorne. Stout, smiling, started toward me. I blew again. This

time I managed a thin note, then some semblance of a tune.

The cat-0'-nine slapped the deck. Spark clapped his

hands without a trace of rhythm. The Captain waved his

'd been attacked by a horde of flies. A

arms about as though he
d the deck until Spark brought his

black man drooped towar
heel down on his thin bare foot.

I played on against the wind, the movemen
and finally the slaves began to lift

d to the shackles around their

t of the ship

and my own self-disgust,

their feet, the chains attache
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ankles forming an iron dirge, below the trills of my tune. The
s.\o:ﬁ:, being unshackled, moved more freely, but the .no:
tinued to hold the children close. From no more than mvmumm _l
audible moan or two, their voices began to gain strength E“M
the song they were singing, or the words they were chantin
or the story they were telling overwhelmed the small sound mm
my playing. )
All at once, as abrupt as the fall of an axe, it came to a
stop- Ben Stout snatched the fife from my hands. The slaves
WMMM .mLm:H. The dust they had raised slowly settled around
‘That morning, 1 danced three groups of slaves. In the
last, I saw the boy who I thought had looked at me when I
cried out at Stout’s heaving the child overboard. He wouldn't
stand up. Spark dealt him a mighty blow with the tarred ro
which left its tooth on the boy’s back, a red channel in Mn
tight brown flesh. He stood then, moving his feet as th o
they didn’t belong to him. e
It was to perform this service every other morning that
I'had been kidnapped and carried across the ocean.
| I dreaded the coming of daylight. I listened without
Swnnamﬂ to rumors—that two of the slaves had fever, that the
ship we had seen to windward was an American cruiser in

pursuit of 7he Moonlight, that Spark had suddenly taken to
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drink, that Stout was the Caprain’s spy among us, that a black
child had the pox.

In the harbor of Sao Tomé, in the sickly haze of a morn-
ing when I'd been relieved of all my duties save that of empty-
ing the latrine buckets, I wondered if I dared leap overboard
and take my chances on reaching the shore. But what would
I find there? Other men who might use me worse than I was
being used? Or a captain who tortured his own crew? God
knows, I had heard of such things!

Now the slaves were fighting among themselves. The
immediate cause was the latrine buckets. Many of them could
not reach them quickly enough across the bodies of the oth-
ers, for there was not a spare inch of space. Most of them had

what Purvis called the bloody flux, an agonizing affliction of
their bowels that not only doubled them up with cramps but
made the buckets entirely inadequare.

One night as we lay at anchor, waiting for the morning
when fresh supplies would be loaded on the ship, I heard a
scream of inhuman force, of intolerable misery. I began to
weep helplessly myself, covering my mouth with an old cap
of Stout’s for fear one of the crew would hear me.

We sailed from the island shortly, with no regrets on my
part. It was as though I was trying to swallow the long days

ahead, to stuff them down my throat, to make them pass with
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. .
' WMWW MM_HHMW of that hour, thar minute, when ] would be
When we were two days out on our westward course, |
heard once again that cry from one of the holds, a éoBNMm
scream, rm:émm&:mv rmm:-m@:mnﬁ:m. I had been dancin M
group of slaves, and at that terrible sound, Spark signaled Mﬁ
to mﬂww my tune. Stout ran to the hold from which the ¢
had issued. He disappeared down it. Not a minute later .

black woman was tossed upon the deck like a doll of ra
“Over!” said

a
gs.
the Caprain. Spark and Stour lifted the

woman i i
» who was alive, carried her to the rail and swung her

up and over. We didn’t hear the splash she must have made

when i
she hit the water, but then we were making speed befor
e

a fair breeze.
“She had the fever,” Stout said to me as he passed, “and
was dying and would have infected the rest of them.” I.m w
not trying to excuse himself. No, it was only his usual Enﬂm
He knew I thought he was evil, but he liked to suggest Hrmn.
beneath that I held another opinion of him,

that, in fact, 1
m. - . V
dmired him. It was a complicated insul,

The slaves were all looking at the place where the
woman had been thrown overboard. Sick and stooped, half-

starved by now, and soiled from the rarely cleaned holds they

stared hopelessly at the empty horizon.
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I found a dreadful thing in my mind.

I hated the slaves! 1 hated their shuffling, their roiw-
ing, their very suffering! I hated the way they spat out Hmm:
food upon the deck, the overflowing buckets, the oBm&\”ﬂm
of which tried all my strength. I hated the foul .mﬁm:or that
came from the holds no matter which way the wind blew, mw
though the ship itself were soaked with human nxﬁmnhum:w
would have snatched the rope from Spark’s hand and mwmm:
them myself! Oh, God! wished them all anw&_ %oﬁ 8_ ear
them! Not to smell them! Not to know of their existence: )

I dropped my fife on the deck and fled to my hammock.
I would stay there until I was forcibly removed.

‘Which I was, soon enough.

They sent Seth Smith to get me.

“Get down!”

“Damn you all!” I said. =

“If I have to carry you, it'll go hard for you. |

I gripped the edges of my hammock. He turned :&9\”
with one movement of his hand, then caught me round the

i k me to the deck.

o “”M MH\Q had been returned to the hold. Caprain Caw-
thorne was holding my fife in his hand, turning it idly. Stand-

ine next to him was Ben Stout. The fife reflected bright bits
ing

of sunlight.
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“We won't have none of that,” the Captain remarked. 1
recalled Purvis' mad song to himself about some of this and
some of that. Purvis was nowhere to be seen. Ned was bent
over his bench, a piece of chain in his carpenter’s vise. [ only
noticed now that he was extremely thin, and that he looked ill.

“You're not so young you don’t know what an order is,”
the Caprain said. He shoved the fife at my chest and poked

about with it as though trying to discover what I had con-
cealed beneath my shirt.

“Stand to the rail,” he ordered.

I did. The sea was blue today.

“Five,” said the Captain.

Five times, Stout brought the rope down on my back.
I had been determined not to cry out. Bur I did. It hure
more than I could have imagined. But I was not ashamed
of my cries, for each time the rope fell, I thought of the
slaves, of the violent hatred I had felt for them that had
so frightened me that I had defied Master and crew. My
eyes flooded with tears. The taste of salt was in my mouth.
But as the blows fell, I became myself again. That self had
gone through such transformations, I could not claim to
be altogether familiar with it. But one thing was clear. [
was a ﬂrmaann:-%mwa-o_m male, not as tall though somewhat

heavier than a boy close to my own age, now doubled up
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in the dark below, not a dozen yards from where 1 was
being beaten.

Seth Smith did not look at me as he carried me back to
my hammock. Through the red haze which at the moment
afflicted my vision I saw a stupid determination in his face
like that I had observed on the features of drunken men who
fight at any excuse.

Later, Ned came to tend my back, and Purvis showed
up; scratching himself and snorting and making every effort

to appear at ease.
“Don’t feel too bad, Jessie,” he said. “There’s not a sailor

living who's not felt the lash.”

“Don’t tell him such nonsense,” mnoﬁmmﬁm& Ned. “Don’t

make out it’s an honor to be beaten. If’s all because of greed

and its festering excuses.”
They bickered back and forth but they spoke in whis-

ers, perhaps to spare me their noise. I paid no attention for
p p

my emotions were changing from second to second, and I had

no interest in anything else as my rage against Ben Stout gave

way to hopelessness at the thought of the weeks ahead, and

hopelessness in its turn was vanquished by the intense pain that

spread out from my back until my very toes throbbed with it.
They left me to myself at last, but not before Purvis had

offered me beer, saying it would cure me entirely—which it
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didn’

T_ nt. It was only then my brain steadied. I think it must
ave steadied, for I felt an extraordinary sad tranquility, thar

same sad and empty calm the sea had on certain cool morn

ings when you knew it would | l

ook the same if '
there to see it. I
I knew Stour would come creeping about with some

explanation, so that when he did, I was not surprised

. I laid the rope lightly on you, Jessie,” he said. “You
ow, don’t you, I could have done much worse? Well—I can

see that you're angry with me—and I would be the same if it

had been you—"

M don’t want to hear you speak,” I said as coldly as I
could. “Not now, never again.”

I wouldn’t be so impertinent if I was you, lad,” he
remarked softly. “I have the Captain’s good will, and there’s
none else on this ship that has!”

_ Who else would he fancy except you?” I replied. He
Q.E d do me no worse than he had done, and right now I
didn’t care if he tossed me into the sea.

He sighed and shook his head, then smiled down ar his
own hand as though i
gh only he and it could
backwardness. e
My wounds healed. But the ship and its crew, amon
whom I once imagined I had taken root X

learning each man
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like a new language, and even developing some skill in small
tasks about the ship, had become as remote from my under-
standing as were the lands that lay beneath the ocean. I
became cautious. I observed the sailors with as little pity as
they observed the blacks. As for them, I shuddered at the bar-
barousness of chance which had brought each of them to our
holds, although, as I had good reason o know, chance often
wore a suit of clothes, and sometimes chewed tobacco, and
carried a pistol.
Except for Ned, who held all living men in low esteem,
I saw the others regarded the slaves as less than animals,
although having a greater value in gold. But except for Stout
and Spark and the Captain, the men were not especially
cruel save in their shared and unshakable conviction that the
least of them was better than any black alive. Gardere and
Purvis and Cooley even played with the small black children
who now roamed the deck with relative freedom, the sailors
allowing themselves to be chased about if the Captain and
Spark were not watching, giving the children extra water
from their own slim rations and fashioning rough toys of
wood to amuse them.
As for Spark, I concluded he was entirely brainless and
evil only in the way that certain plants are poisonous. The

Caprain was dangerous, driven to hateful actions by his pas-
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sion for what he described as “business.” But Stout was lik
ike
no one else. He could not be shamed; he would not show
mwmﬂh And I could not help watching him, though I irched
with irritation, and wearied m i i
. , y brain devising pl
him out in the open. e
To relieve my feelings, I spoke of them to Purvis
. He listened soberly for once, and said, “I suppose you're
Mmrw Jessie. He’s a bad one. You know he was tormenti
H ing
! at female we dropped overboard, don’t you? Did you know
it was him that drove the poor creature mad?”
I was astonished to hear him use the word poor, and it
; i
confused my sense of what he was saying
Seeing by my expression that I was baffled, although

’ m

woman, the nigger woman!”
“But what did he do to her?” I asked.
| “I didn’t see it, but Isaac told me he had her up on deck
m:n._:m his watch. He was speaking to her in that language of
Hrw:m, and she was weeping and wailing, then Stout SMEE
strike her across the face, then speak some more until she fell
on the deck in a fit. God knows what stories he was telling

be sure he addles their minds with his tales.”

£«
But why didn’t the Captain interfere?”

97



The Slave Dancer

“The Captain! He cares nothing for whart’s done to
them as long as they can still draw breath. And he doesn’
know about Stout and the nigger woman. Why, 1 believe
he'd have the dead ones stuffed if he thought he could sell
them so! And when he loses a few, he still has the insurance.
He can always say he jettisoned the sick ones to save the
healthy. And he'll collect! He always has. And if they’re all
sickly when we get where were going, there’s many a trick
for hiding their condition. Anyhow, the planters will buy
them no matter what, for if they drop dead in the fields,
there’s an endless supply of them.”

We hit a spell of bad weather. There were fitful winds,
and days with no wind when the sea lay around us like a bra-
zen platter. The fights among the crew were Jouder than those
among the slaves. Our rations were minimal. The ship echoed
with a noise such as crows make batding for tree space.
Between the wet and wind of squalls, and the heat and haze
of windless days, there was not a moment of ease. '

My stomach rebelled. T was ill all the time. Barely able
to stand, I danced the slaves, seeing how the men'’s ankles had
been gnawed at by their shackles as though the metal things
were vicious and alive. They could hardly move to my tunes.
Often, only Stout and myself atrended the grim ceremony

in the morning. I hated what 1 did. 1 tried to comfort myself
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with th i
e thought that, at least, it gave them time out of the

hold. But what was the point of that or of anything else?
) The Moonlight had long since lost her sleek look—
the deck was filthy, the ship stank to the heavens

d :
ressed themselves in what lay closest to hand

the men
m . the drinking
mHMHH MMMMHM“ .Hrm drunkenness spewed itself out in anger
I remembered one of the scamen telling me one could
get used to anything, There was a half truth in that—if you
were on a ship and there was no way off it save to drown M:H
I mwc:m a kind of freedom in my mind. I found out ro.é t
be in another place. You simply imagined it. I recalled eve ,
.oE.mQ in our room on Pirate’s Alley. Each day brought ,SH
it the memory of something else uncil T think I could have
counted the floorboards, traced upon the air the cracks in th
walls, counted the spools of thread in the basket by the Sm:m
dow. Then I would step outside and see the houses across the
way, the cobblestones of the street, the faces of neighbors
. When I was thus occupied, winning liberty mnoa. the
ship, T boiled with rage if someone spoke to me. I could
no longer trust my tongue, but though T feared I might, all
::Wboém:m“ snap at Cawthorne himself, I could :omAW RV:”

quish my dream of home.

Then, on ing, i
» One morning, it began to penetrate through my
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fog of recollection that the young black boy was @m.ﬁ:m me
heed. Aware of his eyes, I tried to move out of their range.
Next time, he seemed as he lifted his feet to be moving close
to me. I saw that Stouts attention, for the moment, was
directed toward Ned who was half lying across his bench.
can’t think what impulse moved me, but I took the fife mMOB
my lips and whispered my name to the boy. Only that. “Jes-
siel” And as I whispered, I pointed at myself. I began to play
at once. The boy’s eyes never left my face that morning.

There were days when one might have thought all was
peaceful, when the wind was steady, the sun shone warmly
from a cloudless sky, when the small black children tumbled
and ran about and even laughed among themselves, when the
holds had been cleaned, and the slaves sat quietly beneath wrn
tarpaulin while the seamen gazed pensively across the rolling
fields of the sea. It was a piece of magic, and for an hour or
two I forgot the heat and smell and pain and had no cause
to trouble myself with pictures of home. It never lasted long,
and was itself like a dream.

Before we began our turn toward Cape Verde, several
events occurred which affected the rest of our voyage. The
first was the death of Louis Gardere on one of those dead
calm mornings that filled us all with despair.

He had been at the wheel, the Caprain at his side.
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Suddenly Gardere’s face seemed to move off its bones; one
shoulder twisted and turned as though it were not part of
him. Then he dropped to the deck, his body twitching. Ned,
clearly sick himself by this time, examined Gardere. He died
an hour later, clutching his chest with his powerful hands and
mumbling words we could not make out.

Purvis spoke of it all night, reviewing each moment,
telling Ned it could not have been a heart seizure but was
undoubtedly some fever Gardere had caught from the blacks,

As though to confirm Purvis, six blacks died that night.
Ned, held up by Sharkey and Isaac Porter, examined their
bodies.

“Fever,” he said through pale dry lips, and fainted dead
away. He was taken below where after a few minutes, he
regained consciousness. He watched us with unblinking eyes.
felt the fear of the men, and my own fear. It was like the smell
of the ship—it ran into every crack and cranny of my mind.

‘The crew sobered up. The ship made headway for sev-
eral days and the men grew more cheerful. But Ned became
thinner as though his substance was leaking away through his
hammock. He would drink water now and then, or hold a bit
of a biscuit soaked in wine in his mouth.

“What do you have, Ned?” I asked him.
“A touch of death,” he whispered. I spilled the cup
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I had been holding to his lips. A faint grin stretched his
mouth.

“Haven't you heard of the wages of sin?” he asked in a
quavering voice. “Did you think they were gold?”

The day we changed our course for the northwest,
Nicholas Spark took leave of whatever senses he had.

That morning, he'd indulged in one of his savageries,
bringing his heel down on the feet of a black man whod
spat out his food. Before my eyes could take it in, the man
leaped at Spark and gripped his throat in such a way the
Mate could not get at his pistol. If it had not been for the
intervention of Stout, Spark would have been strangled.

The black man was flogged until he was unconscious.
At the first stroke of the whip, I'd gone to the galley and
found Curry picking worms out of a piece of crusted beef.
I shuddered in the greasy dark as his parrot fingers plucked
and squeezed at the horrible white things. When, no longer
able to bear Curry’s hunting, I returned to the deck, I saw the
beaten man hanging against the ropes that bound him to the
mast. The blood was leaking from his back in dark streams.
Stout, the whip in his hand, was speaking to the Captain, and
Purvis was at the helm.

I had started toward our quarters when I caught sight

of Spark staggering from the stern, his pistol held straight out
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Nicholas Spark Walks on Water

Hn: his hand. He fired at the black man whose back burst into
ragments of flesh. Cawthorne s :
. pun to tace the M i
. e Mate, his face
I don't know whether Spark was still dazed from his
near escape from strangulation, or whether he really meant to
point his pistol at the Master of i
the ship. But the M
no such doubts. ) R
m _AH: not much more time than it takes to tell it, Nicholas
a@m: was bound with a rope and pushed to the rail and there
ropped over. Just before he disappeared beneath the water, I

swear he took three steps.

| I ran to hide beneath Ned’s hammock. In the silence. 1
listened to his labored breathing. |

Finally, I spoke. “Ned,” I whispered. “The Captain’s had
the Mate thrown overboard.”

(49 - ;) . 3
[ ain’t surprised,” said Ned.

| ‘Then Purvis joined us and told Ned the whole story.
Ned said nothing, but I said I'd never seen a man so angry at

another man as the Caprain had been at Spark

“I should say so!” exclaim )
: ed Purvis. “Why h
shoot that black!” y he dared to

“But I thought it was b
ecause he pointed his pi
Cawthorne,” I said. pointed his pistol at

Oh, not at all, lad,” replied Purvis. “Old Cawthorne’s
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ir! But Caw-
been through mutinies before. He never Jost a hair! Bu

thorne knew the black would recover— they can survive flog-

gings that would kill a white man a hundred times over—and

\vv
Spark killed him. Dont you see? There went the profit!
I heard a strange sound in our seabound cave, a sound

like wind rustling dead leaves. It was Ned, laughing.
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AVE YOU EVER WATCHED A COCKFIGHT, JESSIE?
You'd never guess a fowl had so much life in it till
you saw one with murder in its eye. It moves so
fast you can only tell where the beak struck when the blood
spurts! It’s the finest sight in the world! I'd like to have my
own fighting cocks someday. I've devised a plan to make the
viewing better. There’s always some who can’t see the pit over
the heads of the others, but here’s how I would do it—"
“Cooley, leave off with your birds!” Sam Wick inter-
rupted. “It’s only savages who'd take pleasure in such a spec-
tacle. We've outlawed it in Massachuserts. As for owning
anything, you'll be fortunate if you end your days with some-
thing over your head to keep off the rain.”
“They've outlawed everything in Massachusetts,” retorted

Cooley without much fire. The two sailors fell silent. Both



