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CHAPTER I.

I AM SILVER






I am Silver, and there is no other pirate like me on these waters. No other. Not you and not Kwik, not Smith and not Gunn, not Bones nor Black John. Not damned Pew. Not Bloody Bill. Not Solomon. And not Jim Hawkins, that son of a slattern.

You mustered Smollet and my hearties to blazes. That was considerate of you, as they would have died from the fever by now if you had not murdered them first.

I know what you will tell your Georgey, that middling monarch that now pays your blood wages. You will tell him that you captured me in paradise. You will not tell him that Smollet fell into a faint and was well on his way to the pintles when he, snagged in the ratlines, spied your ship sailing toward us. Smollet was turvy and saw your First Rate skimming the sky, upturned, its hull breaching the heavens whilst its topsail fathomed below. We grounded on a reef. Georgey likes his romances. Tell him that Smollet glimpsed a phantom ship. That will please the wretch.

This ain’t paradise. This is the South Seas. Paradise is a gale that rocks the planks and tears the timbers and blows rime in your eyes. Paradise is a ruthless place. The rain hammers you into bits and casts you for your life. The lanyard runs through your hands and cleaves them. You laveer through the wind and gybe the sails until your arms cramp. You hang on to the gunwale so as not to end in the soundings. There ain’t a bit of paradise down there in them soundings, but only Old Nick and his halters with their whips and brands and sloth-eyed children.

Tell me of a better life than climbing the cordage or riding the forefoot. Any snotty or tar worth his earring would go weatherly to oblivion rather than remain on land.

I have consulted my charts and you may be interested to know that the Linda Maria was stranded on the Rose Atoll when you appeared to us from
out of the vapour and the rain. You will want to cite the name of the reef in your logbook when you provide your account to King George. I give all the glory to the reef and not to you, my sir. The month, by the by, is January and the year is 1715. It has no meaning to me, but it surely does to you. You have been searching for me for so long now, but not as long as we searched for Treasure Island.

Aye, the Bible. I should write about the Bible first. What would this tale be without that Bible that young Edward brought aboard my ship? It marked our course, and we followed that book from our youth to our dog years, trying to solve the secrets inside it.

I knew that Edward’s Bible held a secret as soon as I opened it and seen the word “Blood” spilled on the first page, just ‘neath the headpiece. It takes a singular creature to write the word “Blood” in a Bible, and mind you to write it in crimson. The rest of the ciphers were written in ink as black as the scribe’s soul, a fine fellow by my reckoning all in all.

I weighed that book in my hand, taking it from Edward before he claimed it back, and though it could fit in the palm of my hand, it was heavy with deception and double-dealing. It had a back and front of leather and a sturdy binding, the better to keep its secrets. It was an old book, some worn, some tired from all its trickery, mayhap hundreds of years old, that Bible.

I ain’t given to sentiment, but if I had never resolved them ciphers, I still would have held that book to my heart for the sake of the deceit in it. “Blood,” the master brigand wrote in it. “Blood” he inscribed as his legacy. “Blood” he planted like a weed in the Garden of Eden. “Blood” he scratched out as neatly as his own epitaph.

And just above that crimson word was the headpiece that I have traced from memory, as I could never forget it or any of the other markings in that masterpiece of malevolence.






And then, under the headpiece and “Blood,” the scribe scrawled the numerals “1303,” which first I took to be the year of the man’s birth or death, or mayhap even the year that he planned his evil.

Subsequently, the author wrote a sentence so simple, so evident that it could not have been more cunning. He wrote, “I have hidden 41 meters
from the foundation 6 wooden boxes overlaid in ivory, and all empty, and one remarkable treasure covered in nothing but sackcloth not more than 2 meters deep nor more than 87 meters wide.” What a prize—eighty-seven meters wide! Of course, the trickster’s declaration sent us north and south and east and west, to leper lands and cannibal lands, through torrents of hail and volleys of storms, and everywhere we went death followed us. It follows us now, lurking just abaft the taffail. And waits.

I will set forth only one other cipher now, a fitting cipher as this is the beginning of my own tale, a cipher that was written in Latin and read, “Audacibus annue coeptis,” heartening the reader to look with favour upon a bold beginning. The deceiver wrote the cipher twice, once on the last page of his Bible and the second time on a tree blackened by lightning on Treasure Island. A craftsman, so he was.



 I AM SICK with the fever and almost blind. My hide is blistered. My bones ache. I coughed so hard that I almost blustered my head off. Do not be vexed on account of my health though, my sweet. I will not faint nor fail. I will not keel over until I kill you. Stand me plumb so that I may take a drink of rum on account of my impending betterment.

I hate Englishmen.

I hate Englishmen, though I hate the Portuguese more. I despise the Spaniards most of all.

I claim no country but the North Sea, for I am Silver, Long John Silver. I set forth here my true adventures, the good, the evil, the blessed, and the cursed of my life at sea, I Silver.

The bottom of the sea is the right place for me, but you would bring your dear captain to Newgate Square to swing by the twine.

I would rather be hanged by the French. At least they would give me a last meal that would be better than biscuits. It is true that I was born an Englishman, but I would expire a Frenchman.

I am not your prisoner.

I have dashed captains from the Tortugas to Pimlico Sound. I have eaten the bread and fruit of every land and downed it all with Spanish wine. Good wine is the only attribute of Spain, by the by, as it has no other attribute except fast horses, and I assign all the credit for that to the horses.

You will not hold me here. I do not keep company with pink-livered Englishmen.


Old Nick flung hard seas and storms against me, but I never gave in to Nick or his crew. Who are you compared to Nick and his gibbets and demons? Nick tried to sentence me under his swells, but I always cut his lines. I aim to trip up Nick by his hooves. My plan is simple. The day that I go under I will challenge him to a duel. I will cheat. Nick will gallop at me, and I will, all atremble, lope at him. Just when Nick is about to grip me, I will tip my cane. Nick will tumble and his halters will all bow down before me. I will condemn Nick, I will, to a seven master. I will make him shine its deck from bulkhead to bow every day. Or, I might set him up in Londontown as a chimney sweep and fix him in the top of a flue out of pure mischief, so that Nick could glimpse but never get close to the flames. Or, I might put him in Parliament. Nick could do some damage there. But that would be a form of benevolence, and so it ain’t much likely.

The Linda Maria is my ship. The men that sail on her call her mother, for she is no less to them. Who are you to hold her wheel? Have you scrubbed her pine like I done, day after day, on Black John’s orders? You have not, sir. Have you mended her like I done, tied and twisted her bits of hemp twelve times by twelve times until her ropes were sturdy enough for a younker to swing by them? Have you scraped her free of all barnacles of honesty and integrity that she may have picked up in port? No, sir. I have seen to her best interests. Have you steered her clear of the rocks and floes that would do her harm? Have you brought her into harbour by night, by moonlight, so that she might show herself to her highest advantage? No, you have not. I have minded her from the day that I first come aboard her when I was a lad, to the day that I become her captain, and even now whilst you tramp her deck. Her timbers creak and moan. She knows that you are not worthy of her.

This is my history, and if I write it laggardly, it is only for the enjoyment that it brings me to recount it. My plume is from a ship, one of your King’s ships, that I caught off Arcadia. I skirted Newfoundland and found her beached in foul weather. I made her brief acquaintance and killed most of her crew. I detained some of the crew in the hold and sold them to the Caribs for nuts and sugar and such. The Caribs ate the Englishmen. The Caribs have peculiar tastes and apparently enjoy their stew stringy with Englishmen. This plume is made from a peacock feather. My parchment is from that same ship, and if it is worthy of Georgey and his decrees, it is good enough for me. I do not know the origin of the ink. I have no doubt that it is exceptional. The ink runs some, like English blood, but the blame must be placed on the scribe.


I have charts of all the seas that I sailed and of all the lands that I afflicted. I am pleased to tell you that I stole every one of these charts. I took this cross-staff that I am holding from one of your fellow compatriots this past season, and may he rot where I left him, which is just off Barbary in the event that you are looking for him. You will find him in the tuck of his ship, on account of his rank, and his mates well below there. I am unable to navigate with the cross-staff in my cabin, but that is all the same with me, as I shall use it soon enough when I escape. I shall not need it to navigate your horizons. They are marly and bleak, my hearty. Marly and bleak.

This is a tale of time and distance.

Some captains gauge time by observing the run of the tide, whilst others watch the wash in the waves. They tally the speed of the ship against the markings on their charts. I prefer to throw seaweed, or preferably a man, or preferably a Spaniard, in the water, as the science is the same. The hard cases, like Black John, threw a knotted line into the water and determined the ship’s speed and so the distance traveled in that manner. That is too much work for my hearties and me. We use a sundial or an hourglass to reckon time. If we forget to turn the hourglass or look at the sundial then, as far as we are concerned, time has stopped. No one is particularly concerned about it. We are never late to a murder.

Now, distance. Some captains measure distance by the Pole Star and the sun. Some send their tars into the nest to ken from point to point. Some captains sail along coasts and mark the landfalls. I mark distance with my right hand. My forefinger, held high to the heavens, marks two degrees. My wrist, so held, marks eight degrees. My murdering hand marks eighteen degrees. I hold it up to the blue and the black and sail. My hand has never failed me except in a fog, or now, in this fever. I say that distance is of no importance either. It runs through your fingers like the buntline but does not attach itself to anything. You cannot tie it to the square sail or pull it up the yard.

Aye, and this is a tale of that Bible and of gold too. And of treasure. Aye, and of treachery too.

I began writing my history this very day, my hearty, for this is the day that you locked me in my cabin. I hold my plume in my starboard hand and my dagger in my lee hand. I will damn you with these words, I will. I will damn you.

You did not speak a word to me after you killed my men. Not a word, and after all these years too.


You shut me in my cabin, but I have reckoned every day that I have been here. Aye, and I will pin my dagger to your heart for each day that I am here. I marked the exact time that your tar turned the key in this lock.

You should fear me.

I will come for you. I will.

And now there is a rap on my door.

What man is it? Is it you then? No, it ain’t. It ain’t any man at all. It is that lout of a cabin boy that you sent to torment me.






“Are you very ill, sir?“the lout asked.

“It is an insult that your captain does not address me directly,” I answered. “Tell him that I said so, boy. Tell him that. And tell him, and mind you this, that he is a doomed man. Mind you to tell him that too.”

“I would not tell him that.”

“That is an order.”

“You are not the captain. Not anymore. The captain is standing on deck,” so the lout told me.

“Impertinence,” I replied. “Unlock my door. I will give you ale.”

“The captain said that I should never unlock this door.”

“I have a woman here,” I told him.

“You do not.”

“I do.”

“You do not.”

“You are a true torment to the world, boy.”

“The captain said not to speak with you. You are sinister, he said.”

“I am as harmless as a fawn, I am.”






I did not tell the lout that I would murder him if he turned the key in my lock, as that might have deterred him from opening the door. Then again, he was a lout of a lad.

Mind you, I have not had the displeasure of viewing the lout’s features, as he must have been hanging on to the mast-step when you attacked, but I know his face as well as the corn on my left foot. His eyes are clear and colorless, as there ain’t a spoon of intellect behind them. His brow is as straight as a deadrise. His nose is flat and his neck thick enough for a rope.


His hair is black and oily and sits snug on his head, and is his only aspect of consequence. That is nature for you, sir. What it does not bestow on the inside it grants on the outside. This lad must have hair by the tonnage as there ain’t a dollop of sense inside him.

His gait is wobbly, and I can hear him trudging to and fro well enough, and so the cleat must have stubs for toes. His fingers are fat, and they bespeak the boy’s girth. His body would be a barrel, and so he wears a belt that barely cinches his leggings and blouse. He is mostly middlemost. He is short. There ain’t much that a smithy could do with him except flatten him, and, if a smithy took a hammer to him, that smithy might do a lasting service to the populace. Not that I have any interest in service to the populace.






“The captain said that I could speak to you on one matter only,” the cleat told me. “Your edibles. And that is so that you do not starve. And that is so that they can hang you.”

“He means to poison me,” I enlightened the lad.

“He would never poison you,” the lad replied. “He would not collect the reward on your head. The King himself promised him. Aye, sir, they will hang you. In Newgate. The captain said that there is a patch reserved for you in the courtyard. A fortnight, the captain said. Then they will hang you. In Newgate. In the courtyard. At sunset.”

“An insult. They hang such as me at noontime. You may ask any pieman.”

“I would see a hanging.”

“You are determined to see a hanging, and so I will furnish you with a hanging,” I told the lout. “I will hang your captain. The yardarm is choice. Then I will hang you. Aye, you will see a hanging then, boy. I will hoist you with the marline,” I told him.

“You are sinister,” he piped.

“You are a cleat, boy,” I told him. “You might as well be made of lumber.” I told the lad his composition for his own good, as I always done right by my lads. “Come in here, boy, and I will show you my musket,” I told him. “I warn’t much older than you when I executed its owner.” When I overtake the ship, now that I think on it, I may drop the lad into the sea so that he can be of benefit to the cuttlefish. He must have some purpose in this world. “I wish to parley with your captain,” I told him. I pounded the deck of my cabin with my boot to lay emphasis on my resolve. “Your captain is afraid to speak
with me. This is my ship. Do as I tell you, cleat. I am the captain of this ship. Ain’t I John Silver? Ain’t I?”

“I will ask the captain,” he replied.

I would have this lad follow close behind me, like a tailor sewing up the hinter of my trousers, whilst I told him my history. Aye, but my butcheries would be lost on him.

“Dunce. This is my own ship,” I told him.

“We will be paid dear for you.”

“How much? It is a matter of pride with me, boy. There is dear and there is dear,” I told him. “I will double it. Open this door, boy, and I will double it.” The cleat told me that I could not be trusted. “There ain’t any man that can be trusted. Alive or deceased. Do you think that your captain can be trusted, boy?”

“My name is Jim, sir.”

“Just so your name ain’t Jim Hawkins,” I told him.

“No, sir. It ain’t,” the lad replied as flat as cobblestone.

“Are you of any kin to young Hawkins?”

“Jim Mullet I am. That is my name, sir. I am Mullet.”

“Then you started this life with more than me. I warn’t born with a name, at least not one that I can recollect. Not even a Mullet. Open this door, Mullet.”

“I have my orders, sir. I would see you hang at noontime if it pleases you to hang then.”

“Tell your captain that I ain’t dead yet. Tell him that this is my ship. Tell him that I am the captain. Tell him that he is as doomed as a mug of ale at White’s in Pall Mall. I will swallow him in one guzzle. Tell him that.”






I heard the lad’s dull footsteps as he left. He plodded away and that was the end of our exchange, except for a cough that he no doubt muffled by holding his kerchief to his mouth. Mullet warn’t only a cleat but a gentleman as well. A shame. I would have taught him better.

A lad should not plod through this world. He should tramp through it with heavy boots. Black boots. Shined boots. He should drink rum, and not wine that has been watered. He should drink until he coughs up his liver proper, mayhap somewhere in the Indies, whilst telling the simple
folks there tales of Long John Silver. And most particularly, he should tell a tale of treasure, as there is such pleasure in the telling of it, like nipping from a glass of brandy in the eventide, a long eventide made of odds and chances with a red dawn in the reckoning. And, he should be sure not to leave out the blood.




CHAPTER II.

BLACK JOHN






Black John would ride a haycart from the infernal world to have at my treasure. He would clamber aboard with his cackhand and take a term of seven hundred more years just to touch my treasure. I would stake my wig on it.

Black John was the name of the sea rat that was my captain, and so his men called him until I put him in his grave.

Now seafaring men and seaside ladies don’t call Black John’s name no more, they don’t. There ain’t any that hail him since I cast him down. I cast him down below the billows. I cast him down into the depths, and he is still there I say, though there is every possibility that he has taken up a residence in Hell or thereabouts. Mayhap the man has taken a berth haunting a house on Great Street, for Black John was always a restive man. My captain was born to reside in the dusky environs. Worthy of a fair stretch of doom he was. Aye, and if Black John is in Hell or thereabouts, I will meet him there soon enough, I will, for I was born for the dusky environs too.

But it ain’t my time yet, my hearty, and so I hereby write of my early term and how I come to iniquity and indecency and such other attributes that we hold in good repute.

Black John was fond of taking his meals at the Three Goats when he was in Bristol, and it was there that I met the sea rat. I was cook, thief, and dishonourable servant to Dick Peel, the proprietor of the Three Goats. Dick Peel was a landlubber through and through, but he was a dishonest landlubber, and so he and I took to each other right off.

When innkeeper Peel was of a mind to serve eggs for supper, I stole eggs for him. When Peel wanted to please his patrons with fowl, I pilfered fowl. When poultry warn’t suitable, I swiped mutton. I recall running down High Street with a leg of lamb under my arm. But I warn’t born for petty theft.


Peel was a fine innkeeper. He would serve a man a portion of meat, and before that man could finish partaking it, Peel would remove it and put the oddments in a stew. A lady might order ale, and if she did not imbibe it quickly enough, Peel would clear it away and top off the next glass with the dregs. Peel was strictly profitable. He taught me how to squeeze a penny until it come up a farthing, he did.

Blind Tom, who raised me until I was twelve, moored me at Peel’s when he could no longer take care of me. So it was, that at twelve years of age, I brought the sea rat a black coat. I took that coat from an old seaman. That tar was the first man I ever killed, and that coat, as I recollect, had silver buttons that shone in the bright Bristol moonlight.

I spied my victim stumbling about an alley, no more than a squint away from the Three Goats, filled with naught but rum and bilgewater. I crept behind the old swab, proper cur that I was, and gave the coat a tug. The man paid no mind to me.

I said, “Give me that coat.” I warn’t able to summon more wit than that, as this was my first murder.

“I ain’t neither,” the man answered. Then he said, “I know you. You belong to Blind Tom. No coins for you nor he, boy. Leave me be.”

“Tom is dead,” I answered.

“That is best. That is best for you. That is best for him. And that is best for Bristol.”

“Give me that coat, I said.”

“That blind man was a bother and a blight on Bristol. Your Tom was an affliction, what with all his wailing. And you are too, boy.”

“I will drag it off your carcass.” Mark you how quick I come to wit.

“Kill me for a coat, will you? Get a trade, my sinister pup, and leave me and my coat be. I will call the constable.”

“I have a trade,” I answered. “This is it now.”

I grabbed the coat again, but the old tar anchored his scarf around my neck and only let go when I stuck my elbow into his belly. Then the tar ran at me. He missed me by a fathom, he did, but he ran at me again, and this time he tumbled.

He fell hard and launched a scream, so I picked up a stick and stabbed him with it until he parted with the coat and Bristol and the rest of this scurvy world. There is no coming to terms with some tars.

I had no more regret about killing that drunk than I had for stealing eggs for Dick Peel. Young Silver, and fondly I recall the lad, knew that he
was headed directly for Hell and not anyplace where he would be playing the harpsichord or spinet.

Had I a mother, she might have rewarded me with a piece of string for my industriousness, although most mothers take exception to murder. I walked the docks with that coat over my shoulders, and it kept the chill off my bones. What mother could do more? Industry is its own reward, I say. Aye, and there was something more to my simple act. I was proud of it. I had not barked nor begged for my prize. I had taken it. It had come as easy to me as stealing them eggs for Peel. I strode down that street, so I did.

Black John was at the Three Goats with his men when I returned. I was always a direct sort, and so I said to him straight off, “I have a fine coat for you, Black John.”

“What is your name, boy?” he asked me.

“He has no name,” Peel told the sea rat. That was true. Tom never thought to provide me with one. “Boy” Tom called me, and not by any other name.

“How do you hail him then?” Black John asked Peel, scratching at the only part of his face that warn’t covered by his beard.

“I call him this or that. When I call him he comes,” Peel answered. “Blind Tom, who brought me the boy, never told me his name. The boy will answer to whatever name you call him, Captain. He has no preference.” Then he added, “The boy has a temper, Captain.”

“There are ways to cure temper in a boy. It is a matter of a stiff strap and a strong arm. That is all it takes to cure temper in a boy,” so my impending benefactor said.

“He would not take well to a strap, Black John. He would not.”

“You do not give the boy a say in the matter, Peel. The strap does the speaking for both parties in such a matter. Headstrong then?”

“Headstrong,” Peel answered. “But enterprising.”

“So the boy pilfers for you.” Black John tugged at his beard so forcefully that I thought that his jaw might give way and drop to the floor of Peel’s inn. Aye, but that jaw was set in Black John’s face too firm and would not meet the terms of the tug. He had as much chance of pulling off his beard, no matter how hard he wrenched it, as he did of pulling the black out of it. He was in perpetual war with that beard, he was.

“Some,” Peel replied. “But only on account of his appetite, which is considerable, Captain. He eats as much as the royal navy.”


“The boy must have a name,” Black John declared. “I am not saying that he deserves one, but it is a matter of protocol. Imagine, if you will, innkeeper Peel, if I had to order my men about without nomenclature. The ship might careen. A world without names carries a risk. It might fall over on its heels.”

“He come to me without a name, so that is how I took him,” Peel said, matter-of-factly. “I had not thought about the unfavourable effect on the world.”

“That is why I am a captain,” Black John said, with a swift stroke of his beard. “It ain’t for naught that I command the Linda Maria. And that is, and everyone that I have ever inquired agrees, a right name for such a lovely lady.” Peel nodded so quickly that his teeth chattered. “Blind Tom done right to bring this boy here,” the sea rat told Peel.

“He knew that he was near Old Nick’s blockhouse when he brought me the boy. Blind Tom knew, Captain, that I am such as takes pity on a boy. He done right by the boy, as you say, Black John,” Peel agreed. A wisp of smoke escaped from the fireplace and curled about the room. Peel looked longingly at that bit of smoke. He warn’t a brave man. He would, if he could, have joined it on its travel about the room and through the window.

“What is your name then, boy?” Black John asked me. “You must have one. Give me your name. It would not do for the tides to stop turning. You would not wish that on the world, would you, boy? Your name then.”

“The captain asked you your name, boy,” Peel said, before I could reply. His voice trembled as he sought to assist Black John, afraid that Black John might turn Peel’s own world over on its heels if I did not answer Black John forthwith.

“I go by whatever name suits you,” I said. “I could be John or Edward or William if it suits you, sir. I could be Harold or Francis for that matter. I could be honest or dishonest, sir. Cat or cur. Whatever suits you. But mostly, sir, I am hungry. For bread and meat. If it suits you, sir. And, afterwards, a brew to wash that bread and meat down.”

“Meat you say. And a brew you say. To wash it down you say,” Black John replied. “Doesn’t Peel here fix you abundantly?” The tug on the beard again.

“He eats well enough,” Peel answered quickly. “The boy has a considerable appetite, Captain.”


“This is a fine coat. As fine as they come,” I told Black John. I sat down at his table. Aye, and I slapped my palms on it for I was ready for hearty fare such as Black John ate. Peel was parsimonious with the edibles he gave me. He treated himself no better. He considered a clam a banquet. He regarded an oyster a feast. So long as Peel put his victuals in tallow and sprinkled them with salt he was content. He could not understand why a person might want more.

“Do not sit there,” Peel admonished me. “He knows no better, Captain.” Another gasp of smoke drifted out and away from the inn.

I paid no mind to Peel. “This coat,” I said. “There ain’t naught better than a Bristol coat for a sailor.”

“He ain’t a sailor,” Peel said. “He is a captain.” Peel refilled all of the men’s tumblers with ale. The only other time that I had witnessed generosity in Peel was when a particular lady visited his inn, and that lady was his Judith. She had buried three husbands and possessed three inheritances and was therefore exceedingly attractive to Peel. He served her a whole guinea fowl as I recall. She was tracking other quarry at the time and did not set her sights on Peel until much later. I always wondered if Judith did him and the others in or if they just packed up out of pure dread. She was a ghastly woman when I first saw her, and with poor habits too. She licked her upper lip after every bite of food. I imagine that she looked at her husbands the same way that she looked at her edibles. I do not know how many bodies lay between Peel and Judith before she nabbed him. I only saw her again many years later, and after Peel had passed, and she was deaf and daft, and those were her best qualities.

“A captain’s coat this is,” I continued. “Only a captain’s coat would sport buttons like these.”

“And how did you come by this coat?” Black John asked me, fingering the buttons. “Boy,” he added.

“I murdered a man for it,” I said proudly. I threw my shoulders back some as I recall. My shoulders were broad even then. I was particularly skillful at freeing eggs from Peel’s cupboard. It was a matter of removing the back of the cupboard. Peel would count the eggs the next day over and over and crawl around the floor searching for the missing eggs, which provided me no end of amusement. He might lose a wedge of sheep’s cheese now and then. He kept those edibles wrapped in paper and locked in a cabinet, but I broke the lock so it turned at will. Peel believed that he locked the cabinet when he put his key in it, but had he bothered to turn the key
in the lock more than once, he would have discovered the ruse. It warn’t like Peel to turn a lock more than once as it would have been a waste of his fortitude, such as it was. Aye, eggs and sheep’s cheese broaden a boy’s shoulders, and if the boy happens to steal those victuals, they broaden them shoulders even more.

“Murdered you said?” Black John asked me. Pew, the hairless crab, watched Black John tow his beard nearly down to the floor. He reached for his own face and pulled, but Pew was perpetually hairless and only managed to nick his chin. If Black John took a stick and poked himself in the eye with it, I have no doubt that Pew would have done the same.

“To bring it to you,” I told Black John. “A fine coat it is too. As fine as there is,” so I told him. “Captain,” I added, as casually as he had appended “Boy” to his address to me.

“Murdered you said?” Peel asked. His hand trembled, and I was concerned that he might spill ale on Black John or one of his men. I did not wish to lose my benefactor, and so I filled the men’s tumblers on Peel’s behalf.

“So I said,” I answered.

“I saw this coat, Captain,” Peel said. “It was in a sea chest. In my back room, Captain. A patron of mine that shipped off unexpectedly, Captain.”

“And left his sea chest, Peel?” Black John asked.

“Perhaps not, Captain,” Peel responded. “I am trying to recollect.”

“No swain would leave his sea chest behind him,” the captain said.

“Naught a one,” Pew said.

“I shall wear this coat,” Black John said, and he draped the coat over his shoulders, just as I done when I murdered the tar. It fit him like a second skin. “Well done,” he said, “for a boy without a name.”

Pew threw a phantom coat over his shoulders.

“Thank the captain,” Peel told me. “That’s a good lad,” he said, as if I was such a creature. “It is an honour that the captain would consider wearing it. A tremendous honour. I am not sure that I have ever been witness to such an honour.” He halted for a moment, then offered, “In this inn at any juncture in my recollection.” I did not know what Peel had attempted to say and whether his words were meant for Black John or me. I do not expect that Peel knew. He was ever anxious to please, as doing so led to profit. But Black John was too enamoured of his coat to pay mind to Peel. The sea rat told me that he would do me the honour of wearing the coat that I gave him on the night that he sailed. He told me that I could
come to the port to see him off, and as a final act of kindness, he tore the heel off his bread and gave it to me.

Peel could not bear the silence as I looked upon Black John’s munificence in the form of the heel of bread. “You broke bread with Black John. And, at Black John’s own table,” Peel said. “The bread, I have been told, is among the best in Bristol.” Peel’s declamation was correct. I had stolen the loaf from an excellent bakery. Peel’s shoulders flagged out of relief, and he was so pleased to have come out of the conversation without impairment, that he instantly commenced to count the number of tumblers on the tables. Nothing brought him more pleasure than tallying a bill. But I had more to say to the sea rat, and he had more to say to me.

“You may take your leave now, boy,” Black John told me. “Treat this lad right all in all, Mister Peel,” he said.

“That I will, all in all, Captain,” Peel answered with the slimmest of bows.

“And mind you to give the boy a name,” Black John said.

Black John’s crumbs did not satisfy me, and so I said to the sea rat, “You have a ship. The Linda Maria,” I told him. “I have an eye for the ladies.” I winked at the sea rat. I warn’t given to winking, but I assumed that a man of the world like Black John might appreciate a wink in the admiration of his lady. “The Linda Maria,” I said again, drawing my thumb across my nose. I had seen a milliner make that gesture once after cheating a buyer of some piece goods, and it lent the reprobate an air of sophistication. Black John warn’t impressed.

“He knows the name of my ship but not his own name,” the sea rat told his men, who joined him in a laugh at my expense. Pew laughed the loudest.

“I also know that you must carry a piece of silver or two, or more, for him that does you a service,” I said. “I speak on behalf of the lad that brought you this coat. A poor lad. That has just a piece of bread. And no name.”

“But a mouth,” the sea rat said. The tug on the beard again.

“The boy means no harm,” Peel told the captain. “Nor slur. Of any kind,” Peel said as he backed away from Black John’s table. Then Peel announced, looking about, that he smelled smoke. There warn’t no smoke in the room no more. Even the smoke had deserted poor Peel.

“It is no more than brimstone,” Pew said. Allow me to revive your recollection of Pew as it has been so many years since you sailed with him. He was a repulsive creature, he was. Hairless, as I said. A long nose that was
more beak than nose. A lip that was curled into cruelty itself. Limbs that were longer than natural. His arms gave him good reach, and he could snatch and stab with advantage. When he slept on the deck and twisted himself up he resembled nothing more or less than a crab.

“A right smell too,” an even more repulsive swain known as Kwik concurred. You never met Kwik and so I will recount his features presently. They were so vile that I will wait before describing the menace of a man. It puts me off just thinking about him.

“So you want silver,” Black John said to me, drawing his thumb across his nose. He abstained from the wink. “I knew a milliner once who made such a gesture whenever he cheated a customer. Kwik here was such a customer once upon a time.”

“Last time in port,” Kwik said. “I was wanting a patch for my jacket. I cut his throat. After I cut off his thumb.”

“The boy wants silver,” Black John said, stroking his beard. “Silver,” he repeated, considering my request.

“A considerable appetite, Captain,” Peel said. “So I said, Captain, sir.” Peel’s eyes darted about the room. He was always reckoning. Peel might, if the occasion arose, inform Black John that the sea rat had twelve buttons on his corset before the captain could snuff him.

“Aye, so you said, innkeeper,” Black John replied. “A simple strap will not do for such a boy, innkeeper.”

“Aye, Captain. Not for this boy. Not a simple strap,” Peel said with some hesitation. He stopped counting the tumblers. His hands drifted into the pockets of his apron.

“I would be as enterprising at sea as on land,” I told Black John. “I would sail on the Linda Maria, sir.” I thumped my chest. It was a considerable chest for a lad of my term. If eggs and sheep’s cheese fortify a boy’s shoulders, then porridge fills out a boy’s chest. There was no way to nap porridge, and so I ate whatever portion of porridge the patrons failed to finish before Peel could put it in another pot. I doubted that Black John or any of his crew had met a milliner that thumped his chest. “I am able,” I offered. “Ready and willing. For anything the sea might throw my way. Storm or gale or even, if it is of a mind for it, fair weather. I ain’t partial.”

Pew forgot himself and thumped his own chest, hastily looking around to see if anyone had noticed his treason, before wiping his hands on the table.


“I am partial,” Black John said. “He is tall for twelve years,” the captain told Peel. Peel’s head bobbed. “Let me see your hand, boy. Show me your hand. Put it here, boy.”

Black John held out his hand, and no sooner had I tendered my own mitt, than Black John grabbed it. He mashed my hand in his and slammed it on the table to the delight of his men. “Scream for mother,” he said. “Scream now, boy,” the sea rat said. “Scream for mother.”

“Ain’t got one,” I answered.

Black John released me, and whilst I tallied my digits, he said, “I know that you done me a service today. I done you a service too, boy. I let you live. I could have killed you for speaking with me so, and by rights.”

“Jurisprudence,” Pew sang. “Simple jurisprudence.”

Then Black John imparted his law on my behalf. The magistrate of the Three Goats kicked me so hard that he felled me. But I stood up right away, I did, and said to Black John, “I aim to go to sea. I aim to sail with you.”

“Perhaps he needs more jurisprudence,” Pew said. “So says Pew.”

“I would be pleased to show it to him,” Kwik offered.

Before Black John could reply, I said, “I want to sail with you, sir. Only you. You are the greatest of all the captains that sail from this here Bristol.” I was ready to throw in all the captains that sailed from Londontown if necessary.

Black John and his beard pondered my words, and after they finished pondering them, said, “True, but I have no need for a cabin boy.” I heard the waves lapping on the shore. I smelled the brine. I heard, even though I had not yet made her proper acquaintance, the timbers of the Linda Maria creaking a welcome. “No need,” Black John repeated. “None. Whatsoever.”

“And never will for such as you,” Kwik said. Most captains have such as a Mister Kwik on their ships, men that slip the captain a word here and there about another tar. I had my share of such men on board the Linda Maria too. They serve a purpose on board a ship, much like a compass, so that the captain knows where he is headed and if any storms are looming on the horizon.

I was readying my reply, but some of the crew, those who were keen to see me reach thirteen years, advised me to hold my tongue. But I was never such as would hold his tongue, and so I said, “I want silver then. I want silver for the coat that I brought you.”


“I give it back to you.” Black John took off the coat and carved that fine coat in twain with his dagger. “Here you are, my lad,” he said. “This coat does not suit me anymore. It is torn.”

The hearties roared with laughter. They nearly split their sides and near as neatly as Black John split my coat. They pounded on innkeeper Peel’s tables so hard that they dashed them. Good ale spilled across innkeeper Peel’s floor. Aye, and more good ale, and there ain’t no bad ale mind you, ran out of those hearties’ mouths, for they laughed so hard. Pew tore at the air and laughed until he fell to the floor.

I gave the coat back to Black John and asked him half a coin for half a coat.

The laughing stopped. James Kwik, that blight on humanity, told the captain, “I will show the boy silver, Captain. If it pleases you. Hard silver.”

“Sharp silver too,” the plague known as Pew said. Pew lacked common faculties and so was amusing in that regard. He was ready with a dagger at all times. He jigged like a beetle bug. He slipped, like Kwik, the occasional word to the captain. In his day, Pew had formidable sight and could spy a ship leagues away before any other man spied it. It may be, and I have thought on it from time to time, that we, the captain and I, kept Pew because whenever we saw that hairless crab of a man, we looked at ourselves in the glass and were pleased that we warn’t him.

There was another reason why I did not murder the crab right off though, and that was that I had struck a bargain with him. He had seen Edward’s Bible. He was the one, as you know, that found it. Whenever I looked on Edward’s Bible I recalled how Pew appeared the day that he discovered it. The cover of that Bible turned blacker with each passing year and took on a sheen from the salt air like a polished pair of boots. But not so, Pew. He become ever more hideous, an eye and an ear leaving him, yet Pew and the Bible did have a commonality. They both smelled some musty.

But, more on Kwik. Kwik never took to me, and I never took to Kwik. We were natural foes from the first. You may be inclined to like Kwik on account of his ill will toward me, but do not become too fond of him, for I kill him forthwith.

Kwik was a man who sweated all the time. He was a greasy soul, who stood leeward to the devil. His hair, which was black, swagged down over his brow. His eyes were small, like a rat’s eyes. He had two scars. One scar split his brow. The Dutch engraved that scar on him. Bloody Bill gave
Kwik the other scar. Aye, I will speak more on Bloody Bill later too, as I can’t tie all of my seafaring life onto this bollard just now. Bill tried to cleave Kwik into longitudes when Kwik come between Bill and his beloved sea. No man separated Bill from his sea. It was Kwik’s mistake to step in front of Bill whilst Bill was looking into the deep. That scar ran athwartships, along Kwik’s chest, and then abaft to the middle of his back.

Black John paid no heed to Kwik and said to me with all the graciousness of a hangman, “I will give you your silver. Give me your hand again, boy. Put your hand on my table, and I will give you your silver.”

And so, as there was no choice in the matter, I put my hand on his table.

Kwik slithered behind me. I do not abide a man that creeps behind another man unless I am the one that is doing the creeping.

Peel, who was concerned on account of his dismembered tables and spilled ale, importuned Black John, “I would you spare the boy. The boy does steal good mutton, Captain. The best mutton it is, sir. And sir, he does not know any better than to speak to you so.”

Peel’s words on behalf of the mutton and me were true enough.

Peel went on, “If you mean to punish the boy, Captain, you will not take him with you. You will leave him here. On land, sir. That would be stout punishment for the boy, Captain. He spouts each and every day about going to sea.”

Black John covered my hand again. “Here is your silver, boy,” he said. I was fully prepared to meet my doom, I was, but Black John dropped two pieces of silver into my hand. Kwik, disappointed, sat down. “Aye, here is your silver, boy,” the sea rat said. Then, Black John struck the table with his fist. He struck the table so hard that the coins sprang out of my hand and back to Black John. Peel’s inn thundered with the sound of the hearties’ laughter.

“There is no pirate like Black John,” I said to the sea rat. “There is no pirate like Black John who can steal back his own coins.”

The hearties’ jaws shut straightaway, and there was no more laughing then. Black John was so taken aback that he did not stir. Now it may be that Black John was too surprised to run me through. Or, it may be that he recalled the words of my advocate, Peel, and decided to take pity on me. Or, it may be that he was particularly fond of the mutton that I stole for Peel, but Black John did not kill me. He merely said to me, “You are a confounded creature, boy.”


“I will work hard on your ship,” I told Black John. The brine of the sea filled my lungs, and every mast on the Linda Maria called to me.

“Work hard he said,” Pew repeated. “The boy will work hard. For the captain, so Pew heard.”

“I do not need a boy,” Black John said. “But I will give you a name, confounded creature. I name you John, for John is my name, and I let you live this day. I warn’t a party to your birth, so far as I know, but I let you live this day. And so, as your sponsor, I give you my own name.”

“You can still snuff him, and even if you gave him your own name,” Kwik said.

“A fine name John is,” Pew said. “Not a better name on a gravestone, Pew says.”

“Misery, innkeeper Peel. It is misery to be the captain of these rovers,” the sea rat said. “I have not yet concluded naming the lad, and Kwik would render him a carcass. Aye, and Pew would pick his pocket after that. Misery, innkeeper Peel.”

Peel nodded with understanding. “Would more mutton help, Captain?” Peel asked.

“Not even the best mutton,” Black John replied. The sea rat raised his arms for his next declaration. “I call you Long John, for you are tall for your years. I give you the name of Silver too, for silver may very well be your doom. Aye, and so now you are Long John Silver.”

Then, Black John gave me the silver coins. Pew reached in his pocket, thought better of it, and pulled out his hand with naught in it.

“The boy thanks you, Captain,” Peel said. “Don’t you, boy?” Peel said.

“You may bring me black boots when I next find myself in this latitude, Long John Silver. I have no need for a torn black coat. As I said.”

Peel put his fingers to his lips.

“I shall bring you boots,” I answered. “Long John Silver shall.”

That, my hearty, was my life before I roamed the pirate seas and took to treasure, when I was no more than what the sea rat called a confounded creature. I was a random piece of work, I was. My father, most probably, was a sailor. And my mother, most probably, was a whore. That was my likely origin according to Tom. No one ever claimed me, not ever. I do not recall a mother or father. You may tell me that all men have mothers and fathers, but I had neither so far as I can recall. My hearties have relations. Them that I murder have mothers and fathers and cousins and kin.
It is only I, John Silver, captain and confounded creature, that come into this world without milk or mother.

Before Tom took me I slept in the lanes. I ate what my patrons cast away, the food that warn’t fit for their table. I ate what the dogs left behind. Those dogs are my only kin, so I say. No other kin ever claimed me, and so I claim no other kin than those curs. And Tom.

I likely come into this world on a day without sun, for there was never any sun in Bristol. Not where I slept, not where I ate, and not where I roved. The preachers tell you that Hell is hot just to throw you off the mark, but Hell is a cold place, and it lies just north of Bristol. And I do not know if it was a man or a devil that dropped me here. I do not have horns, so I expect that it was a man that dropped me here, but if it was a devil, that is all square with me too.

Bristol is as good of a place as any other to starve to death, but Tom saved me. He taught me to count. Coins ain’t worth a cod if you can’t count them, and I was always thankful to Tom for teaching me. There was no better service that Tom ever done for me, then bringing me to Peel.

Aye, Tom. He taught me to solicit funds too. I could bark like a dog. I could howl like a banshee. I could purr as well for a supplementary farthing. I could dance. I could sing. There was almost nothing that I would not do to acquire yellow metal.

I made my trade in other ways before I met Tom. Bristol was a careless place. It was careless with its boys and careless with its coins. I was a good thief, being so in need of sustenance, and it gave me pleasure to pinch from them that would see me starve.

Blind Tom found me one eventide, though it would be more correct to say that his cane found me. Tom tamped me on the head with his cane.

I resided in a particular lane, and it was there, behind a loose brick, that I hid my coins. Mark how I was always given to secreting my riches, even as a lad. Tom varied his choice of bursaries. And so it come to be, that on this eventide, Tom deposited his earnings behind a brick in my lane. Tom was well acquainted with lads such as me. Therefore, Tom struck me.

Tom, his cane, and I consequently come to an understanding. Tom needed a pair of eyes and I needed edification, and so Tom and I banded together as neat as braces. He took me under his wing, which warn’t a wing at all but a great black cape, and Tom brought me up until he gave me to Peel.

And Peel gave me the only trade that I ever knew before I went to sea,
unless thievery and murder are trades too, but most gents do not hold them enterprises to be such. I had no trade before Tom brought me to Peel. Peel taught me to mull, parch, boil, roast, bake, and steam. That is a trade for a hungry lad. There is no better place for a boy to get hale than in a tavern.

The fire in the tavern, even when it blazed, never warmed me though. My bones were too cold. I spent too many days shivering in the lanes for that fire to warm me. Aye, and the constable that tried to beat me when he saw me in the streets never struck me in Peel’s tavern. Instead, he inflicted good cheer on me by pinching my cheeks. I always hated the constable.

Tom gave me to Peel, the blazing fire, and the pinching constable, as Tom was very sickly by then. He did not beg anymore. He hardly ate or drank. Greedy lad that I was, I ate the edibles that Tom left behind. I took his coins too. Them coins seemed like the treasure of treasures to me then. It is all relative, and for all I know I may be the richest man on land or sea now. But then, and as I had nothing, even them few coins was true wealth to me. If you think that it was wrong for me to take his victuals and currency, then you never starved.

Peel approached me with a pencil, a book, and a proposition one forenoon. He presented me with his book of accounts and informed me that he had decided to teach me to write, and that he was going to throw reading into the bargain as well. Peel warn’t free-handed by nature or inclination, and so when I protested, as I was perfectly content to just thieve for him, he informed me that there warn’t no choice in the matter. He, having taken Black John’s words to heart, held a strap at his side. I am not sure what he intended to do with the strap as, even at that age, he was no match for me, but he folded it over and snapped it until it offered a weak crack. He practiced his menacing several more times until the strap complied and tendered a crack of commendable volume. I took the strap out of concern that Peel would harm himself by it and have to close the inn, the consequence being that I would be back in the street again.

I placed the strap on the table between us. Peel narrowed his eyes. He was capable of calling the constable. I had no standing with the constable but only with his pinching fingers, and so I thanked Peel for his goodwill and told him that if he was willing to summon his goodwill again that I would be willing to endure it.

Peel informed me that it would be a benefit to us both if I learned letters. I could, he said, assist him with his books of account and gain an aptitude. I
could not conjure up any need for me to acquire an aptitude, but Peel pressed on. He told me that any seaman worth his salt had to know letters. He spoke about comprehending charts and writing logbooks, and squeaked on about the consequences of misreading compasses and incorrectly recording lays and berths. He had heard it all, he told me, in his tavern. He warbled on that he owed it to Blind Tom to help me. He owed Tom no debts, and it was likewise with Tom, as Tom and his pail had moved well north of Bristol and into another realm, but I decided that I would abide by Peel’s wishes. I saw the potential for positive yield by entering facts and figures into Peel’s book. I presumed that I might, from time to time, make an error in my favour. Peel presumed so as well. He paid me less wages from thenceforth.

Peel laid his thin book on the table, next to the strap, and I noticed that the book’s cover was held together by bits of string that Peel had tied together. What a difference between this book that Peel prized above all others and Edward’s book that truly held a treasure! The binding of Peel’s book had broken many times and was stitched together. I would expect no less from Peel. He was thoroughly pecuniary. I had, prior to working at Peel’s tavern, seen Bristol surgeons at their labours. They and their rapparees picked people up out of the streets and carried them away, and I never saw any of the people that they carried away come back. I also saw the surgeons’ stabs at sewing wounds, but never noticed anyone benefit from the mending that was applied to them. That is an interesting vocation, as the Bristol surgeons are paid to malign their fellow creatures, then honoured for it, but honest scoundrels like me are hunted and hanged. The book was stitched together with an uneven hand, Peel’s hand, and looked like those bodies that the surgeons hemmed or, in the worst of the cases, purloined for healing. Peel ran his fingers over the binding with a care that could have passed for affection.

The cover of the book was blackened with grease, and the edges of the book were worn and blackened too. Again, mark the difference between Peel’s ledger and Edward’s Bible. Edward’s Bible had been blackened with care, whereas Peel’s ledger was blackened by mischance. Peel’s ledger had likely been brown at birth. Edward’s Bible was born black. Aye, and all that touched Edward’s Bible were blackened by it too.

The first page of Peel’s book had notes and numbers on it that swirled about the page. Every space on the page was filled, and it was like Peel not to waste a scrap of anything that he had purchased. The second page bore
the same strange markings. Peel turned the pages of the book whilst I watched him. He grinned, and I grinned back at him as I surmised that I was supposed to be impressed.

Mostly, the markings looked like the tattoos on the South Sea natives. Those tattoos mean something to those natives but not to us. It was the same with Peel. The markings in his book held great meaning for him. He was pleased whenever he looked on them. They meant nothing to me. Not yet.

“Ten years,” he told me, and I winked. He looked at me peculiarly, and so I returned the gaze. “This summer,” he said, as he turned a page and poked his finger on an entry. He read the entry to me and told me an event that I remembered. “Thin Jim,” he said. I recalled that a man, perhaps ten years my senior, come into Peel’s tavern in July and asked about the possibility of an apprenticeship. Peel told the fellow that he had no need for an apprentice because he had me, and the fellow said that his name was Thin Jim and that Peel had better remember him. Peel, accordingly, wrote the man’s name in his ledger. Thin Jim told Peel that he meant to have the best tavern in Bristol one day and that it would be filled with women and song. Peel told him not to forget to fill it with patrons or he would not remain in business, and Thin Jim rejoined that the Three Goats was a dull place, and he had nothing to learn from Peel anyway. Thin Jim did run a good tavern, and likely a better tavern than Peel, as it was filled with women and song, and patrons, when I went there many years later for a brief mooring.

Peel tore out a page from his book. He tore it slowly, as he could not bear the loss of a single sheet of paper. He did dock me wages for the paper, and for the use of his pencil as well, because I read those entries in the ledger on my commencement from Peel’s college of learning.

He wagged the pencil and waved the torn page in front of me as if I was an animal and had never seen a pencil or paper before, then he slowly, with a care that amounted to devotion, wrote numbers on the page. Blind Tom had taught me to reckon but not to read numbers. I could count, but I had to commit the counting to memory, and that is likely how I developed such a keen memory. Peel left me with the page, the numbers, and half a sack of barley. He told me to reckon the grains of barley, which was easy enough, but then he told me to write them down by tens and then by twenties and so on. I protested. Peel stood firm that I should do as he told me, and so, as I was hungry, I done as he said. I chewed some of the barley, and therefore immediately profited from my education.


Peel went about his boiling and parching whilst I stayed at my work, and when he returned he was amazed at what I had written. I recall that he looked at the paper and then at me and then back at the paper. He turned the paper over and looked at the other side of it, as if he could divine how I come to compose my numbers so well on my first attempt. He asked me if anyone else had entered the tavern, and I told him that I had been alone since he left me with the barley, the torn page, and the pencil.

He took away the sack of barley and brought out a sack of rice as if I could only count barley. He put his hands on his hips and told me to write the numbers whilst he watched me. I counted and composed my numbers and when I was done Peel pronounced himself astonished. He put his hand on my head to feel if I had a fever and when he concluded that I was fit, he whistled. It warn’t so much a whistle as it was a wheeze, but he stopped his cookery for the night and tore another page out of his book. This time, he tore the page out quicker. He wrote the letters of the alphabet on the page and told me to copy them. I wrote them without delay. He read each of the letters and sang a little rhyme to me to help me remember them. I sang the rhyme back to him. He felt my head again.

He wrote his name on the page, then my name, the one that Black John had given me, and he sounded the names out for me.
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