
 

 

 

 

ONE 
Shima 

 

 

It was not much of an island. The beach where we had washed ashore was sharp 

with coarse shell and rock, an afterthought of the retreating sea. The air was quiet now, 

though the sky still swarmed with clouds in the aftermath of the typhoon. We were 

bruised, bleeding, but alive. 

"We're lost," Takao said. 

My younger brother had suffered scratches to both legs and a gash over his right 

eye. I'd clumsily bandaged the worst cuts with strips torn from my kimono, but he didn't 

seem in pain as he shuffled down the beach, poking at things in the shallows with a stick 

and occasionally glancing up, as if expecting rain out of the clearing sky. 

"What shall we do now, Anikya?"  

I could think of nothing to say. He paused, his driftwood stick held high, frozen in 

the motion of spearing downward. My head throbbed, and I gingerly lifted one hand, 

pressed it to the open spot on my temple under the bindings. It seemed to have stopped 

bleeding. 

"Anikya? Are you listening? What are we going to do?" 

I flicked dried blood from my arm. "I don't know." 

I waited for Takao to throw one of his tantrums - Why can't we go home? Why don't 

you know? Why, why, why? But he shrugged, hefted his spear, and hobbled off down the 

beach with his tattered kimono flapping around his knees. I peered out at the sea again, 

hoping to see a boat. Nothing. 

What if Denzaemon's boat had been blown off course too? - then another thought, 

more terrible - what if my brother's boat had also been wrecked?  

What if he were dead? 



 

 

I remembered Mother on the day they'd told us that Father had been lost at sea - 

remembered her clutching the doorframe as she'd heard the news. She'd haunted our 

family shrine for days afterward, offering sacrifice after sacrifice, chanting the nenbutsu 

for hours on end. I remembered she did not cry. I had been only eight years old at the 

time, Denzaemon thirteen, Natsu our sister and Takao barely weaned.  

"What's the matter with Mother?" I'd pestered Denzaemon - but he would brush off 

the questions with a shake of his head. He began to leave home for days at a time fishing 

down the coast with the large village nets. It confused me at first when he came home in 

the evenings smelling strongly of raw fish and rice wine, for my earliest childhood 

memories were of Father entering the house after a long day of work, smelling of the 

same.  

There was one conversation so dream-like that the next morning I was not sure if I 

had indeed dreamed it. It had been late spring, the spawning season of the katsuo as 

swarms of fish migrated northward through the warm current off the Tosa coast. We were 

all used to Denzaemon working long hours during the katsuo season, used to him falling 

asleep at supper with the rice bowl in his hands. But that night he had stayed awake to sit 

with Mother around the fire, their heads bent so close I saw only Denzaemon's jaw 

silhouetted against the smoky light. 

"They've raised the taxes again in Tosa City," said Denzaemon. I lay very still so 

they would think me asleep. "The famine is spreading south from Kyoto, they say. They 

want half our catch now for payment. Filthy merchants." 

Mother said, very steadily, "Is that so?" 

"Perhaps it's time we thought about Takao. There are several families with only 

daughters. They'd be glad of an adopted heir." 

I thought Mother would slap him, but she simply sat up very straight so that the 

firelight seemed to dye her skin and her faded kimono red as dusk light, and she said, "No, 

I will not think of it." 

"We can't feed five mouths with what I'm making for each catch," Denzaemon said. 

"It's not possible, Mother. Not with the rice shortage. We'll starve." 

"Take Shima with you in the boats, then," she said. "But Takao stays." 



 

 

I watched my youngest brother trudge away, favoring his bandaged leg, and 

wondered again if he knew how close he had been to leaving our family for good. In the 

end, it had not been necessary; Denzaemon's luck had turned for the better when I had 

grown old enough to join his boat crew. "This is a man's world, Shima," he told me 

during my first seasick day out on rough water. "You'll grow used to it soon enough." 

I did not think to complain. None of us had chosen fishing for our livelihoods, but it 

had chosen us.  

Mother's health was never very good after Father died, and it became my job to 

keep Takao in line, a task that only became harder as the years passed and he too began 

to go with us out to deeper water. He might have listened to Father, I thought in despair 

when his tantrums got the best of me, but he had never even known Father, while I, at 

eight, had refused to believe that death could be so final. Even as Mother's offerings 

slowed and at last ceased, I'd waited every morning for a glimpse of our creaky boat 

sailing toward the beachhead, my father at the sculling oar.  

But the years passed and his boat did not come, and finally even I admitted that the 

fisherman had battled the sea and lost. 

What had we done that was so terrible, that the same ill luck would fall twice on 

one house? It couldn't be - Denzaemon had gotten to safety, was even now bursting onto 

the pier and demanding aid. "Just wait an hour or two," I said. "Kannon-sama saved us, 

so she means us to return home safely. Denzo-nii and the others are coming for us." 

"We could build a raft," suggested my brother, and I heaved a sigh, pointing to the 

treeless landscape of rock and sand. 

"Do you see any wood?" 

His gaze dropped to the makeshift spear he held in his hand, and then offered it to 

me with a sly grin. I hobbled forward and slapped him on both cheeks with my good hand. 

His face burned bright red and he glared up at me. I said, "Be still." 

For a boy of twelve, he still cried easily, and I waited for the inevitable burst of 

tears. But instead he turned and hobbled down the beach again, jabbing his spear into the 

sand vehemently. I watched as he made a wide, uneven circle around the beach, then 

looped back to where I stood and leaned on his stick and said, "I'm hungry, Anikya." 

"Catch a crab, then." 



 

 

"They're too quick," he said, dancing on the sand with his toes, flinging bandaged 

arms into the air. I wondered if he even felt the wounds on his legs. He looked like a feral 

boy with his black hair caked into stiffened points, dried blood running from the cuts on 

his forehead. "I would catch them with fingers if I dared." 

"You don't dare," I said, looking down at my poor kimono, torn several lengths 

above its original hem with all the bandages I'd created. "I won't have enough bandage 

for your fingers, and soon I will be forced to go naked." 

He hobbled off, laughing, while I sat and watched the sun sink into the sea. We 

could only guess at how long the typhoon itself had lasted; time meant nothing to the 

battering of needle-like rain and jagged waves against our boat. How foolish, to have 

risked one's life for a few extra fish. The katsuo were still plentiful, and it was mid-

season for the spawning aji, but yet all that week, the catches had been unusually small. 

There was no question that it was bad luck - the real question was whose bad luck. 

It was unusual for one man's ill luck to spread to the fleet instead of being confined to his 

boat alone. At night, around our fire, Denzaemon worried out loud. Seven years ago 

during the famine, we caught someone sneaking rice from the offering bowl, and we had 

bad catches for six months. We can't afford a bad catch this summer, not during festival 

season.  

The night before we had gone out for the last time, the master fisherman issued a 

storm warning. Denzaemon ignored it. As the sickly, pale sun rose and the wind blew 

sticky and fitful, we were already offshore with our lines in the water.  

"It's still some ways off," said Denzaemon worriedly, though it was obvious that the 

worry was for our small catch and not for the weather. "We shall have the morning, at 

least."  

"He's mad," said Yojiro, our second cousin and the headsman of my boat. "We're 

the only boats out on the water, and with good reason!" 

I said, "He's just hoping to meet quota. We are already behind-" 

"Behind, nothing! We're behind quota, the other fleets are behind, everyone is 

behind. There's no helping it now. I don't care to try our luck against the gods of the deep 

for a few more measly fish." 



 

 

I bristled. "They are not measly-" I began, and then the wind shivered around my 

ears and nearly blew my hat from my head. I clapped one hand to it as the reed mats in 

the boat's bottom suddenly took flight, swirling up and out of sight. Clouds flickered over 

the sun. 

"Well, what did I tell you?" said Yojiro, lips pinched with growing displeasure. "If 

that's not the gods telling us to go ashore, I don't know what is." He hailed Denzaemon's 

boat, growing increasingly impatient when my brother remained crouching with his back 

to us. After a few unanswered calls, Yojiro grumbled a little under his breath, sucked the 

air through his teeth, and gave a piercing whistle.  

"Oi, Denzo, are you listening? The storm looks bad! Time to head in!" 

"With empty lines?" countered my brother, and Yojiro frowned at him, jabbing his 

hand out at the spitting whitecaps. 

"See how the ocean seethes! You think the fish will bite now? Stubborn man!" 

The sea was beginning to roil, waves turning to darker masses of white-tongued 

foam. A day wasted was a day's worth of wages gone, but with the typhoon on the way, 

the normal merchants would most likely be held back a day or two.  

I said as much to Yojiro and he nodded emphatically. 

"It might not be a full storm after all," he said, more cheerfully. "Sometimes they 

come out of the Ryukyu to the south and disappear. We had many of those last summer, 

remember?" 

We hauled in the longlines. Our catch that morning was our worst in weeks: only a 

few smaller stragglers and some runt crabs. Takao's scrawny arms worked alongside ours, 

but by the time we had stored the hooks, the waves were washing over the low gunwale, 

and green, evil-looking clouds raced over the yellowish sky. Takao stood and shook his 

fist mockingly at them. 

 I said, "Sit down, Taka, before you tip over the boat!" 

"The crabs will save us," he said, staring fixedly at one of the poor creatures 

peering from the edge of its basket coffin. But he sat, sliding about in the bottom, and 

kept an eye on the fish while I gamely wrestled with the sculling oar until Yojiro decided 

that stronger arms were needed and shoved me to bail duty. Denzaemon, now realizing 



 

 

that we should have heeded Yojiro's advice, called out frantic commands at which Yojiro 

muttered curses and did not follow in the least. 

"What's that?" Takao said suddenly. He tugged at my arm. "Anikya. Anikya, look." 

I looked up to the east. Darkness rippled across the sky in towering thunderclouds. 

Denzaemon cried: "Hang on to the fish!"  

Blackness fell over the ocean. The wind died. The clouds curled up at the edges of 

the far horizon in a great circle, and we rocked there gently, two boats on an empty sea, 

the starless sky above us a dome encircled by a glowing ring of flame. 

"This storm is quick," I whispered to Takao. The sudden silence, the heavy hush of 

a forbidden sacred place, pressed on my ears. The only sound was the squeaking of 

Yojiro’s sculling oar, back and forth in its socket, thin and shrill. 

"It is Ebisu," Takao declared. "The fishing god is angry. See, these few days he has 

been laughing quietly at our misfortune, and now he shows himself." 

"Don't be ridiculous." 

He jumped to his feet, rocking the boat on suddenly glassy waves, his voice shrill in 

the heavy air. "Ebisu-sama! Ebisu-sama! Spare us!" 

Yojiro snapped, "Sit down, Taka!" and then the thick bank of clouds parted and 

sunlight poured down upon us in terrible shafts of radiance, green and sickly. I fell back 

against the side of the boat, blinded. Yojiro dropped the oar with a sharp intake of breath. 

I heard Takao’s choked scream, a thump as he fell to his knees, and Yojiro breathed, 

"Kannon-sama, oh, goddess, be merciful!"  

I scrambled to the stern and saw Denzaemon’s boat, some distance away, sculling 

frantically not toward us, but away. The other men in my brother’s boat were shouting, 

jabbing at us with outstretched fingers. Fear bubbled up in my throat. "Anikya!" I cried, 

pounding at the gunwale. "Anikya! Wait!" I scrabbled backward with my hands, pushing 

madly at Yojiro’s shoulders. "They are leaving us," I cried, "and how do we get to shore? 

Which way?"  

"We have angered the gods," Yojiro muttered. His face was pale against the 

yellow-black sunlight, the sharp rays throwing the hollows of his cheeks and eyes into 

jagged relief, a living skull. I wrenched my eyes away. 

Takao whimpered, "I do not want to die, Anikya."  



 

 

"No one is dying," I snapped. But Yojiro had fallen to his knees and was mumbling 

now the ancient nenbutsu for the Buddha’s mercy to a dying man: namu amida butsu, 

namu amida butsu. "Yojiro-san," I said, frantically tugging at his arm. "Yojiro-san." The 

whorl of sunlight and cloud above our heads flickered, flared, vanished. Tendrils of wind 

snaked past my cheek, and our sculling oar creaked unattended in its socket, buoyed up 

by the wind that drowned out Yojiro’s chanting voice. 

"Anikya!" Takao said. "Look!"  

I looked up to see again my younger brother wobbling in the bow, pointing to the 

moving horizon, a vast, misty curtain sweeping toward us, a roiling mass of nothingness 

over the open sea. I sprang to my feet, nearly tipping the boat, and wrapped my arms 

around the sculling oar, and shrieked, "Hold fast!"  

The first downpour was so heavy I staggered and nearly lost my grip on the oar. I 

opened my mouth to call out, was gifted with a mouthful of salty rainwater. Ebisu-sama, 

I cried silently, clinging to the oar, wondering for a split second if Takao's observations 

about the fisherman's god had been more than just a child's whim. The waves cascaded 

over our bow and stern like waterfalls. Through the gray mist, I saw a faint shadow: 

Yojiro, pulling himself toward me hand-over-hand on the gunwale, reaching out his hand 

to the oar. 

"Denzaemon?" he demanded hoarsely into my ear. I could barely make out his face. 

The rain drove like stones into my skin. The inside of my mouth was briny with sea-salt, 

and I was afraid that if I tried to speak, I would be reduced to swallowing more seawater. 

Instead, I pointed in the general direction of where I thought I’d last seen my brother and 

his fleeing crew.  

Yojiro swung the oar wide. The craft surged up the crest of an enormous wave, 

crashing down onto the other side like driftwood. I grabbed an empty bucket, trying best 

as I could to bail at least some of the water before we were swamped and drowned. 

"Denzo!" my cousin shouted. I could barely hear him, and I was standing but a 

footstep away. "Denzo!" The wind shrieked into my ears, and as I turned my head to 

lessen the pressure, I saw through my narrowed eyes something incredible: Takao, 

standing upright in the bow, head back and eyes closed, arms upraised through the 

downpour, as if calling down the sky upon him. 



 

 

Are you mad? I thought to cry, but the words stuck in my throat as I knelt, watching 

my brother’s thin arms rising up to meet the storm, and then the wind shifted, and I heard 

a cry over the water. 

"Yojiro, is that you?"  

"Denzo!" cried Yojiro, and Takao lost his balance and crashed backward.  

I peered through stinging curtains of rain. A shadow of a bow, the long dark shape 

of a sculling oar – Denzaemon’s boat appeared out of the spray so suddenly that she 

almost rammed head-on into our side. Yojiro shouted hoarsely and wrenched the oar back 

over the stern to starboard. I saw my older brother’s frightened eyes, white-rimmed, and 

then the boats met with a resounding crack, Denzaemon’s burrowing at a narrow angle 

into our starboard bow.  

Takao’s head smashed into my hip. I cried out, falling forward and reaching out for 

Yojiro. The boats tottered on the cusp of another great wave, and then there was a 

blinding roar of water over my head, across my eyes, and when I looked up, Yojiro was 

gone. 

Father’s face flashed before my eyes. I most humbly beg your forgiveness for being 

the bearer of this sad news, I heard the village headsman say. Mother’s hand on the 

doorframe was white, fingers like spider webs across the weathered wood.  

"Shima!"  

I raised my aching head. From Denzaemon’s boat, tossing over the waves away 

from us now, several pairs of strong hands pulled a struggling form aboard. Yojiro. 

Takao waved wildly. "Take us too! Anikya! Come back! Take us too!"  

"Stay in the boat, Shima!" my older brother ordered, and I could see his mouth 

moving but the words came back only in echoes. The sea roared and split between us. 

"Whatever you do, don’t leave the boat!"  

The waves parted, a towering waterfall of ocean cracking our sculling oar in two 

and flinging the chips into the sea, and my brother’s boat vanished.  

Stay in the boat, Shima! 

Takao was crying. I grabbed a handful of his kimono and hauled him close. He 

struggled. "They cannot leave us!" he screamed. "They cannot!" I let him flail himself out 

as the sea buffeted us up and down and sideways and when at last his arms dropped to the 



 

 

bottom of the water-logged boat in exhaustion, I said into his ear, "Taka, will you 

behave!"  

"I don't want to die," he said. His voice cracked. I sloshed my way to the stern to 

grab one of the remaining longlines, tied it clumsily to the steering oar post and flung the 

other end over in his direction. He caught it and wrapped it round his waist with 

trembling hands, and added, "I do not want to die like Father."  

I thought of my childhood self shivering on the beach, waiting for the sunrise and 

knowing that this was the day I would see Father in his battered boat floating in with the 

morning tide. "Father has been reborn to the Amida’s Pure Land," I said, "where there is 

no death or dying or storms or sickness."  

Takao did not answer; he had closed his eyes, clutching the line with white fingers. 

The lukewarm rain battered us in sideways gusts. I crouched and covered my brother's 

body with my own, and wondered if it was too late to pray for salvation, if Ebisu, who 

had watched over other fishermen so many times before in the legends, was even 

listening.  

"Namu amida butsu," I whispered through chattering teeth, fumbling for the bits of 

abalone strung around my neck, makeshift prayer beads. Everything was black and gray 

and pale white. Whitecaps reared like water-ghosts, reaching up clawed fingers frozen in 

sea salt. Bailing was useless. The waves were as high as trees.  

I might have slept; there were times when the chill might have eased a little. I 

started to my knees several times to find the boat half-full of water and Takao using his 

hands to bail it over the gunwale. Our bucket had washed overboard, as had most of our 

nets and equipment and the small catch we had taken before the storm hit. Of the sculling 

oar, nothing remained. Even if the storm were to cease and the sun to part the clouds, we 

would drift, helpless.  

Cold rain trickled down my neck and back. Silver-gold fish swam before my eyes, 

scales jingling like the bells on the ends of pilgrims’ staffs. I heard laughter, the sound of 

rippling water, a voice. 

"Anikya."  

Ebisu-sama? I tried to say, but there was no sound. 

"Anikya." Takao, shaking my shoulder. "Anikya, wake up."  



 

 

The rain had stopped, the world around us a thin, gray mist. "What?" I mumbled 

irritably, starting out of my doze and glancing groggily aft; perhaps it had been a bad 

dream and we would be able to make some sort of headway to land. But the oar was still 

gone; the ocean churned over the sides of the boat. Takao looked very pale. 

"Rocks," he said, and pointed. 

In one terrified glance I made out the jagged black rocks looming out of the mist, 

heard booming surf cascading onto solid ground. I cried out, grabbed Takao, and pushed 

both of us overboard. The water, to my great surprise, was warm. My brother kicked 

wildly and beat his fists into my face. 

"Stop it!" I shrieked at him. "Stop!"  

I grasped at any recollection of what Denzaemon had taught me about sea-

swimming. The boat flew up onto the rocks and splintered like kindling. "Feet forward!" 

I bellowed, and pointed the soles of our feet as best as I could towards the rocks as the 

tide carried us in. Takao wriggled. I wound my arms tightly around his belly, and then we 

slammed into the rocks at bruising speed. 

Pain lanced through my legs, my toes, scraping upward along my thighs and back. 

Takao was torn from my arms. I gasped for air, pushed myself up and heaved up my 

empty stomach on the sand, and then my legs would not hold any longer.  

The sky drifted before my eyes like fog. I thought I heard music, the beating of 

drums and the chanting of priests, temple bells, my mother’s muttered prayers over the 

graves of our ancestors, the creaking of a sculling oar. Stay in the boat, Shima!  

I did not stay in the boat, I thought in despair. I am sorry, Ebisu-sama. I have 

nothing to offer you now. Please hear my prayers. 

A small hand tugged at my shoulder. I groaned.  

"I am cold, Anikya," whispered Takao. I closed my eyes. 

"I know, Taka," I mumbled. "I know."  

I forced myself onto my elbows. Through the mist, there was an outline of a craggy 

outcropping, some larger rocks looming indistinctly behind. We limped for it, collapsing 

in the narrow hollows and huddling there as the surf ran in giant swells of black water up 

and down the beach. Takao was still crying, but there was nothing to do but bandage him 

as well as I could and wait out the rain.  



 

 

As the day drew on, the mists gradually lifted, the sky cleared, the clouds rolled 

away. We saw the cool light of evening and a glimmer of red sun on the edges of the 

waves, and I limped down to the beach on my torn feet. 

The ring of black rocks loomed into the red sunset. I did not see any sign of our 

boat. 

I thought again of Father. Maybe even now, he was making his way home, 

protected by Kannon-sama’s guiding hand. I should make a sacrifice to the gods for 

sparing us our lives. But all our fish had been lost, and around us there were nothing but 

rocks. 

"I am hungry," Takao said again from behind me, tapping his stick impatiently. 

"When are Denzo-nii and Yojiro-san coming to take us home?" 

I turned from the red horizon, the calming waves, from my thoughts of fate and 

luck and the whims of gods, and wondered where we were. 

"Soon," I said. "We cannot be far from the coast. Any moment now, we'll see their 

boats heading in for us." 



 

 

 

 

TWO 
Danl. Ellis, third mate 
Whaleship "Archer" of New Bedford 
Sperm whale cruising grounds, Japan 

 

 

 

"Smoke! Smoke!" 

The ship's cooper and I, halfway across the whaleship's musty blubber room, froze 

in midstep, the hair on my arms standing up in shivering excitement. I'd already made 

one half-grab for the stair railing to the deck when the reality of the masthead's cry sunk 

very slowly into my ears.  

Not blows! blows! as I'd thought - not the cry we’d been waiting to hear for three 

months now with the specter looming over us of returning to port with our holds and 

pocketbooks dry. Sometimes I heard it in my dreams - blo-o-ows! - and the 

accompanying spout of a hundred whales on the horizon. 

Smoke? 

We stared at each other. 

"What...did he say?" ventured Cuffee at last. I grimaced at the look on the cooper's 

black face, his heavy-lidded eyes narrowed in disappointment. The sudden color that had 

seemed to burst through the dusky darkness at the masthead's cry faded, dulling the knife-

blocks and mincing stations and oil-stained floor a uniform, muddy brown. 

"As far's I can make out, our illustrious mastheads said 'smoke.'" 

"Smoke, eh," said Cuffee. He rubbed his stubbled chin with one grimy hand. "I was 

hopin' I wasn't hearin' properly. What in the name of the Lord is smoke doin' on the sea?" 

"Three months now with not one cask of whale-oil to show for it," I said, "and now 

even our mastheads are shirking their damned duty and spotting tribesmen fires in place 

of whalespouts." 

"Insanity," said the cooper. 



 

 

"I don't know 'bout that, Cuffee - is this insanity or just desperation?" 

The black man nodded resignedly towards the open fore hatch, sunlight pouring in 

into a little golden puddle onto the floor. "Ain't nothin' to do but go 'bove and find out, sir, 

if it be both or neither." 

We flung ourselves up the stair-ladder to find the foremastheads down on deck and 

pointing off the bow in great excitement. Most of the watch had rushed to the larboard 

rail, eyes straining against the high-noon sun glittering over the blinding sea, as if a 

smoke plume would be visible from the deck in this glare. The ship rolled lazily, already 

riding a little higher in the water since the loss of our jib-boom in last week's sudden 

typhoon. I forced through the crowd to squint out at the horizon. 

Nothing. 

"Mr. Ellis! Sir!" 

"If you're going to amuse the crew with tales of uncivilized smoke, Manny," I said 

acidly, "you'll play your jokes down in your own forecastle and do your damned duty 

when you're up at the masthead!" 

"Not joke, sir," said Manny, pointing with one sun-blackened hand to somewhere 

off our starboard bow. He was a brown giant with flashing white teeth, one of several 

native Cape de Verde mulattos we'd signed on to replace some early deserters, and it 

soon came to the officers' attention that this particular Cape Verdean had a penchant for 

practical jokes. Jim O'Brian, the captain's boatsteerer, defended him as wily but harmless. 

Hutch, our Quaker second mate, saw him as a work of God in progress. To me, he was 

simply lazy, joking on the watch, terrorizing the cabin boy. But Manny was not laughing 

now.  

"It was there, sir," his companion chimed in, "broad on our larboard quarter!"   

I shaded the brim of my hat with both hands. It was whalespouts we needed, not 

phantom smoke. "Native watch-fires, I suspect, or something commonplace. I suppose 

there was land to go along with the damn smoke? Or did you dream that up too?" 

"Now look, sir," Manny began defensively, and as I threw up one hand to forestall 

the usual complaints, Cuffee nudged me with a frown, nodding sharply behind me. 

"Mr. Hutchison, sir." 



 

 

"Mr. Ellis," said Hutch, parting the small knot of sailors clustered around the rail as 

easily as butter. The men fell back in a respectful, loose crowd. "What's the commotion?" 

I gestured to Manny and his masthead companion, who launched into a dramatic 

retelling of the story yet again, words tumbling over one another in their eagerness. 

Apparently they had at first thought it was a whale, but the column soon was seen to be 

too high and too dark to be any whalespout, unless that particular whale was as long as an 

island. "Which sometimes does happen in the stories, as you know, sir," put in one of the 

men behind us. Hutch was unperturbed. 

"Tribespeople, perhaps?" he said. "Mr. Cassock hast encountered some of the sort 

before, he tells me, even here northwest-ward of the Marianas." 

Cuffee snorted, glancing over at Manny, then back at Hutch, as if trying to choose 

sides for a boy's brawl. "Off th' coast o' Japan, sir? Ye don' hear nothin' of that sort up 

here. Too far north." 

I watched Hutch consider this, the word of one experienced whaleman against the 

doubts of another. Our second mate was the son of a son of a New Bedford Quaker, 

descended from a long line of whalers, and this, according to all I'd heard about Quaker 

businessmen, should have made him a prudish man. To my pleasant surprise, the stories 

had been wrong. Hutch did not swear, nor did he smoke, and he always carried his Bible 

in one pocket even in full whale chase, but he was the sort of man who was so even-

tempered that not even our overbearing chief mate could find fault with him.  

I soon grew used to seeing him leaning over the edge of the bow rail after supper 

reading his Bible or jotting down notes in a small, battered notebook. How he managed to 

keep so calm in the face of the rowdy scuffling and tobacco smoke drifting up from the 

forecastle was beyond my comprehension - but Hutch seemed to transcend 

comprehension.  

I'd feared it would be difficult to share a cabin with such a man. I'd made junior 

mate this voyage through my sheer stubbornness, and with my less-than-pious past 

history, I had no great expectations when I learned that I'd be sharing a cabin with a 

Quaker. Hutch's family was respectable, established, wealthy, everything that I could 

have been if I had not run away from home at thirteen, sneaking down to Rotch's Wharf 

on a school day to beg for a ship, any ship, to take me on.  



 

 

Most boys suffered one voyage before running home to their mothers's arms, their 

adventures confined thereafter to militia target-shoots on the Common. I had no mother 

to run to, no sweetheart to beg me to stay, and my fellow boys' yearnings for home hadn't 

swayed me. My Boston-born father had been a merchant sailor, my mother a sailor's wife, 

and a year after I was born, they were both dead.  

I had been taken in by my mother's widowed sister, whose eldest son Jeremiah 

made a fine living as a Boston lawyer and decided I too should become a lawyer. I had 

Latin tutors, grammar tutors, mathematics tutors - old, gray men who grasped gold-tipped 

canes in their clawed hands, and with every birthday I celebrated, the more I feared that 

one day I would become one of them. 

New Bedford was a whaling town, and my father had been a sailor, and I would be 

a sailor, too. 

But Hutch did not seem to mind my lowly beginnings, and our early polite 

exchanges soon faded into a comfortable relationship that I called friendship only in the 

privacy of my own mind. The gap between second and third mate was not too wide for 

friendship, but it seemed irreverent to speak of a working partnership in so intimate a 

term.  

I watched my cabin-mate now as he shaded his eyes and peered calmly toward the 

horizon. He would give the mastheads the benefit of the doubt. Hutch always did. I said, 

"Hutch, your eyes may be sharper than mine, but even so." 

"A spyglass shall settle the matter," Hutch said, and then Manny gave a great 

bellow, flinging his hands over our heads to leeward. 

"There! Sirs! There!" 

I craned my neck and strained my eyes. "I don't-" I said, and Hutch laid a quick 

hand on my shoulder, breathing into my ear: "There! Two points on larboard quarter!" 

I jerked my head to the left, and there it was at the corner of my eye - a thin spiral 

of smoke, as if from a giant hearth fire that was on the verge of going out, wisping up 

into the cloudless sky. 

A shout from the mainmasthead: "Land-ho!" 

Cassock came stumping up from the aftercabin then to join our small party, hat 

askew, thick arms folded across his chest, mouth set in his familiar frown. I'd heard that 



 

 

someone had bet three plugs of tobacco at the beginning of the cruise to whoever could 

make the chief mate crack a smile, but it was a safe guess that the tobacco was still 

unclaimed. I'd shipped on cruises before where the mate fancied himself disciplinarian, 

but this was the first voyage where the mate actually stood full into that role under the 

vague orders of our captain, and every able seaman had quickly learned that getting 

Cassock to smile was the least of his concerns.  

The current boardinghouse rumor was that Cassock had been promised the ship, 

showed up to sign his papers, and been informed that he'd been demoted in favor of his 

old shipmate. How true it was, I couldn't tell - unlike Hutch, I'd no connections to the 

elite world of whaleship owners - but during the past two years the tension between them 

had erupted at the least expected times: a heated discussion over supper, a shouting match 

from whaleboat to whaleboat that had once cost us an entire pod of whales because 

Cassock had been too stubborn to back down. 

"Trees on the island?" the chief mate demanded irritably. I saw some of the men 

glance toward the bow at the lamentable stump of our jib-boom. 

"I don't know, sir," Hutch said. "We're too far out to tell." He raised his voice to the 

mainmasthead. "How far off?" 

"Less than three miles, sir!" 

Cassock fished a spyglass out of one voluminous pocket, striding to the rail and 

scattering men like chickens. We watched as he put the glass to one eye, peering one way, 

then the other. "Pile o' rocks," he said with finality, snapping the glass closed and 

replacing it into his pocket. "Not one scrawny sapling. Mr. Hutchison!" 

Cuffee shot me a puzzled look and mouthed: how's there smoke if there ain't trees? 

I frowned at him. Hutch said, "Mr. Cassock." 

"What's that smoke?" 

Hutch looked at me, and I launched tiredly into the story once again, to which 

Cassock's expression did not change one bit. "Perhaps it might be natives, sir," I said at 

the end of the tale, hoping to spark some curiosity in the mate, but he looked scornful. 

"Natives. Ha!" 

"Wouldn't hurt to take on some fresh water, sir," Hutch said cautiously. 



 

 

Cassock's fingers twitched. "Either way, we're after whales, Mr. Hutchison, not 

some damn cannibal tribe. No point in landing if there's no timber or fruit to be had." 

"'Twould be rare to encounter cannibals off the coast of Japan, sir." 

Cassock laughed at that, a dismissive, short bark. "We'll see about that." 

He stared a moment longer at the stump of the jib-boom, then disappeared below. It 

would be like him to dismiss the entire case without even bothering to consult the captain, 

which would lead to another rousing argument. I was in no mood for another shouting 

match at supper. It was just too hot, and my initial irritation at Manny's discovery had 

given way to curiosity.  

"If it's a decent sort of island, we can see about some shore liberty," I said to Hutch, 

who gave me an ironic smile. "Mr. Cassock didn't seem to take to that suggestion, I 

gather?" 

"Three months with no whales sighted - he's in a bit of a foul mood, I must say." 

Cassock, who was always in a foul mood, had been increasingly black-browed 

these past few weeks. We'd caught our last whale three months earlier off the coast of 

Tongatupu and then waited: most of the men with an idle air of voluntary suffering. We 

tried to keep them busy. The deck was scrubbed, and scrubbed, and scrubbed again. The 

lines were tarred, sails mended, ballast shifted, spun-yarn re-spun. The men kept 

themselves busy as well: two fights had broken out in the forecastle, ending most recently 

in scrapes, bruises, a few bloody noses, and a nasty cut over Manny's eye. 

Cassock had given the perpetrators a few blows and then slush duty for a week, but 

even that was but a makeshift patch over the sprung leak of boredom. I re-read my ragged 

copy of The Pickwick Papers for the fortieth time. Cuffee busied himself with cask-

making, but casks with no whales amounted to little, and he soon gave it up. Hutch took 

it all with his customary contemplative air and quoted Bible verses to me on perseverance 

until I was sick of his voice, while the chief mate took to pacing the deck at night, angrily 

swearing under his breath and sometimes aloud at the men in the rigging. His heavy 

footsteps echoed down into the tween deck and made it almost impossible to sleep. 

In a turn of even worse luck, we'd run head-on into one of the Orient's famed 

typhoons eight days prior, and all the deck-scrubbing and line-tarring in the world had 

not saved our jib-boom, which had simply given under the high winds and blown away. 



 

 

The captain and Cassock had had another shouting row about that, which, as always, 

ended up with Cassock storming out of the captain's dayroom, the sore loser. 

It bodes ill, I'd heard the men whispering around the scuttle at the midnight watch 

as the seas calmed and the moon lit the truncated bowsprit with an eerie glow not unlike 

St. Elmo's lights. Worse luck's on the way, you'll see. 

Footsteps at last from the aft companionway, and Captain Noble came up the stairs 

with the mate, squinting into the sunlight, gripping Bowditch’s Navigator in one hand 

and a pencil in the other. "Smoke and land, but no whales?" said the captain, a slender 

shadow against Cassock’s large frame, an enigma even after two years of cruising. 

Cassock kept the captain’s log, and Hutch took him the observations; I grew used to 

watching from afar upon the quarter-deck as he took the sun’s position.  

Captain Noble had been known for his skill as boatsteerer; his fellow officers 

praised him and shipowners fought to sign him until a few years ago, Hutch said, when 

his wife and child perished in a terrible accident and he had left the New Bedford fleet for 

several seasons. What accident it was, Hutch would not tell. Do not judge him too harshly, 

he'd simply said, for neither I nor thee art fit to be judges of others who have lost what 

we have not.  

Cassock said, "There's the smoke column the men spoke of. Cannibals, or other 

tribesmen. Let it well alone, is my advice." 

The captain raised his own spyglass. "It seems a bare sort of place," he said quietly. 

"Think ye cannibals would raise a smoke signal there?" 

Hutch frowned. "Smoke signal, sir?" 

"It's burning rather thick for a simple picnic dinner." 

Cassock tensed. "Smoke signal or no, I’d leave it be. Sir." 

"What’s the matter, Cass?" said the captain, and on that previously impassive face, 

I saw the eyes narrow, chin raise up just slightly. "Afraid?" 

Cassock went red, then purple, and I saw the captain’s eyes lock with his, a 

challenge. Oh hell, another blazing argument, on the ship’s deck in full daylight. I felt the 

crew’s attention waver from the plume of smoke, now darkly visible against the horizon, 

and fix on the two men who stood there with fists clenched. Cuffee shrank back against 

the rail, and Hutch put a warning hand on my arm. 



 

 

Cassock’s fist tightened, and then he said in a strangled voice, "No, sir." 

"Send out a boat, then," Captain Noble said. "And while you see about that smoke, 

we’d do with some fresh water, and maybe some turtles or eggs, if there be some."  

We looked helplessly at Cassock for a moment before the chief mate barked testily, 

"Well?" 

It was so that I found myself some minutes later being lowered from the ship's side 

in my whaleboat. I heard my oarsmen mutter something about pistols, how we might 

harpoon one or two of the cannibals and drag them out beyond the breakers like 

miniature porpoises.  

Only my boatsteerer, calmly plying his oar at his starboard station, seemed 

unperturbed. Rabbit was a dark fellow from one of the South Sea isles, small but 

lightning-fast with the harpoon. He claimed to have run away aboard a Nantucket 

whaleship five years prior and somehow ended up in New Bedford, a little cold and a 

little hungry and wanting to see his native lands again, so he'd signed aboard the Archer. 

Whatever the truth, he was an able boatsteerer, and I noticed now that Rabbit, always 

prepared, had two knives attached round his waist where I and the rest of the men wore 

but our one. 

I hoped our fears were unfounded. From our approach, the island looked quite bare 

of anything but rocks, dry bushes, and perhaps small sea life. The jib-boom would have 

to wait; the dark gray smoke-column was the only noticeable vertical thing in sight 

besides a series of small hills sloping gently upward toward the island's center and down 

on all sides to a shallow bay ringed with a spectacular formation of jagged rocks. Perhaps 

the fire was of natural causes, a stray spark from some lightning storm or over dry brush 

in the noonday sun. 

"Rabbit," I said, watching the coastline and seeing that the rocks were too close for 

us to pull ashore, "Take Tom, wade in there and find us some water. We'll pull around the 

other side, see if it's better fit for landing." 

The small man grabbed one of the whale-lances from the bow and leapt overboard 

with scarcely a splash. Tom Patton lumbered after him. As they waded into the surf, 

stepping carefully among the black rocks, and then emerging out onto the beach, I 

signaled the men to come wide about, out beyond the pull of the tides.  



 

 

The island seemed to be shaped like a fat crescent moon, and as we pulled out from 

the bay past one of the points on the crescent, I could see that the smoke seemed to be 

burning itself out. "What kind of fuel these people are using," I said, "God only knows. I 

can't make out a single tree - unless they've all been cut down, and we're seeing the end of 

them." 

Haron grunted. "Damn cannibals. Ought to have given Tom a brace o' pistols." 

The island's far side was calm, the sand white and fine like West Indies sugar. I saw 

the men's heads turn hypnotically in the direction of the smoke as we pulled the boat onto 

the beach, then jerk back surreptitiously, as if to apologize for some crime they had not 

committed. I fingered my knife and wondered if it was worth it to send more men in. The 

island was not so large, but there could be hidden trails through those central hills and 

outcroppings. 

"Oh, look o’ there, Mr. Ellis," said Haron suddenly. "Bird eggs for breakfast!" 

What I'd originally taken to be washed up bits of stones and sticks were nests 

dotting the eroded embankment. We gathered up eggs as we waited, depositing them 

carefully in cloth bags and sealing the bags into small, water-tight casks. The process 

took a good half-hour, at the end of which I noticed that the smoke had gone, the sun was 

nearly overhead now, and Rabbit and Tom Patton were nowhere to be seen. 

"Ain't like Rabbit to make us wait," Haron said, gnawing at his lip. I paced the 

beach and said nothing, to which Haron then pleaded at me, "Sir! Least let two more of 

us go and form a search party!" 

"Hush!" I commanded. Haron froze. I'd heard a noise, a skittering of rocks, and 

human footsteps. I held up one hand. Rabbit's lean, sinewy form darted out from behind 

the bird-egg embankment, breathing hard as if he were being chased. I fully expected 

blood-curdling yells and a host of angry tribesmen to descend on him and tear him to 

pieces, but it was just the lone boatsteerer, waving his arms and yelling something too 

faint to hear over the noise of the sea. 

"Speak up, man!" I shouted back to him. Haron and the others were already 

sprinting up the beach to him as he cupped his hands to his mouth. 

"Halloa!" he cried. "Castaways! Water! Doctor!" 

We glanced at each other for one frozen moment, and then I said, "Water, Haron!" 



 

 

Haron dashed back towards the boat, almost falling over the gunwale in his 

eagerness to fumble open the top of the freshwater casks. Rabbit grabbed the filled 

wooden bucket, flashed a sign of thanks, and then disappeared with his burden again 

behind the rock. The remaining men stared after him, and I banged the after oar against 

the boat's hull. 

"Avast staring, ladies! Make ready to cast off!" 

When Rabbit appeared again around the embankment, I saw Patton close behind, 

and each of them carried a limp body in his arms, a tangle of bone-thin limbs, skin papery 

from lack of water. Their faces were young - only boys, I saw with shock, barely old 

enough to be at sea themselves, much less surviving on a deserted island. The older boy's 

forehead was a mess of clotted blood. They were too light-skinned to be islanders, too 

dark to be white men, with a strange shape to their eyes and a shock of black hair. 

Castaways for sure - perhaps they'd washed up in the same typhoon that had 

battered our own ship more than a week ago, though I could hardly believe they had 

survived, injured, on an island with scant food and water. If Manny had not seen the 

smoke, if I had not finally taken him at his word, if Cassock had gotten his way - we 

would have abandoned these boys to their deaths. 

We stepped the mast back out to deep water, leaving the island behind as quickly as 

we could. Rabbit knelt beside the boys, bathing their faces with a piggin full of fresh 

water. One of them – the older one, with the cut across his forehead, seemed conscious, 

struggling to speak with thickened tongue and swollen, cracked lips. The smaller child 

was silent. He lay curled on his side, limbs slackened, and even Rabbit’s ministrations 

did not seem to revive him. 

A loud hail from our bow: Hutch standing in the stern of his boat and only four 

oarsmen with him.  

"Mr. Ellis! What is the matter? Shall I relieve thee?" 

Considering the second mate's whaleboat had two fewer bodies aboard and was 

minus a rather large load of bird eggs, I figured it a wise idea. It wasn't till we came 

closer, close enough for Hutch to catch a glimpse of the boys, that he blanched. 

"Ellis," Hutch said. "What have you done?" 



 

 

I frowned. It wasn't the reaction I expected. "What? They're castaways, or 

something of the sort. We'd better get them back to the ship 'fore any more sun gets to 

them." 

"The Almighty protect us," Hutch murmured, and shuddered. 

"They’ve had some water," I said. Our boats lay stern to bow, sails hauled in and 

hove to, Hutch and I raising our voices over our steering oars. "Though I don't know if it 

was enough." 

"The lads will survive. But that is not the matter." 

I regarded Hutch with some incredulity. "Not the matter! Why, they look nigh on 

the brink of death!" 

 But Hutch pressed the heel of one hand to his forehead, clutching his steering oar. 

"What?" I demanded. "What is the matter, then?" 


