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JOHN’S CHEST,
Why it was Locked.

MONG the hieterogeneous crowd who
were to bo my shipmates in the Am-
phion, I was particularly aitracted to a
slender youth from one of the back coun-
ties of New York Stats, who signed his
name on the papers as John Merrill. He
was nearly my own age, I judged; and
there was an air of quiet refinement about
him, strikingly in contrast with the rude,
boisterous character of the majority of our
agsociates, These last were about an aver-
age of such raw material asis received ey-
ery day of the week at the metropolis, and
shipped off to the whaling ports to be man-
ufactured info seamen,

John was, from the first, retired and un-
communicative, though less so in his inter-
course with me than with any oncelse. He
never reforred to his antecedents, though 1
had given kim my whole autobiography be-
fore we had been a fortnight at sea. And
as I found him a sympathizing listener
whenever 1 wanted to let my tongne run
on, T don’t think T ever thought of esteem-
ing him theless for his reticence as to his
past life. I merely thonght that hie must
have some good roason for wishing to con-
conl his true history, and was too conseien-

" tious to invent a false one.

One of Jolin's eccentricitics—I knew not
what else to eall it—was that ho always
kept his sen-chest locked., Thisis unusual
in a whaler’s forcastle, and always suljeots
the man doing it to unplensant remarks as
implying a want of confidence in the lhon-
esty of his shipmates, 1t is common to say
of the man who does it; that * he is either
a thiof himself, or else thinks the rest of
ud are thioves," But John Merrill only
blushed, without making any audible re-
ply, when such cutting insinuations were
thrown out, as thoy occasionally were, in
Lis hearing. They had no effect whatever
in producing any change in his habits.—
Even T myself could never get a peep al
his inventory. Ile was gencrous, even to a
fiult, in respect of glving or lending little
mutbors ; but he always kept lis chest in
4he darkest corner of our little dark, trian-
gular quarters, and when he took out or
put in anything, was careful never to leave
it unlocked,

As coneerned his duty, he did nol appear
to be the stulf of which crack sailors are
made. But he won upon the good opinion
of the officers, even of gruff Mr. Baldwin,
our executive, tarry old Triton, whom cur-
rent report declared to be web-footed,

“1 ean’t haze that boy,” ho would say.
* We must ease him in, till ho has eaten 2
few barrels of salt-horso to hnrden his sin-
ews,

I could not tell why, but T don't think I
was envious of my comrade heefuse the
mate favored him in this way, whilo he
drave me up to my ubmost capacity, Both
of us were respectful and willing and tried
hard to do our duty,and a she expreasad it,
“make men of ourselves,”’ And T think 1
felt rather elated to know that Mr, Bald-
win discovered that there waus tougher ma-
terinl in me than in John Merrill, and work-
ed us accordingly. It was an honor to be
seleatod to pull the mate's tub-oar, shils
he was enrolled in the rear-rank of the
“shipkeepers.” And I never ecomplained,
even when in reefing topsails, the old salt
would say, kindly, *Btop, down, Jobn
Mersill, T want you to help me ;' while at
the next moment, he ronred at me on the

there, you Bill, and take up that dog's ear,
What are you garing at, in the bunt?”

I think I may have assumed n patroni-
zing air in my intercourse with John, in con-
soquence of all this. Feeling a profession-
ul superiority, I could not avoid letting it
appear sometimes. But if so, he never
scemed to notice it. If there was nsudden
call, in our watch, for one of the boys to
Jump aloft and reeve studding-sail-halyards
or a loose a royal, John wounld start some-
times, but I would gsntly push him back
and jump in ahead of him. I was proud
of my ability to to take the lead, and there
was gratitude, instead of indignation or
shame, in his clear, blue eye on such ocoa-
sions. Some of the men standing near
would perhaps intimate that he was want-
ing in pluck, tolet me do this, But I don’t
think I ever thought so, though, of course,
I felt flattered by such remarks, ns any boy
would.

But John Merrill made sure, though slow,
progress in his duties, and his sinews hard-
ened up, as Mr. Baldwin had prophesied.—
Though delicate in frame, his health secm-
ed perfect, and in some respects we had no
better man among us. He was always
ready to take an extra trick on the lookout,
for he seemed to like being alone where he
could commune with his own thoughts.—
And he was soon acknowledged to be the
best helmsman on board, Did the sturdy
old Amphion show a determination to car-
ry her wheel an extra spoke to windward at
Hfull-and-by,*” or to make wayward sheers
and yaws when off before it, no one could
manage her like this gquiet timid youth,

e was always ready to take my turn at
the helm for me ; indeed, would have talk-
en them all if I would have let him. He
conld have done me no greater favor than
this; for no duoty, however, laborious or
dangerous, was irksome to me as
steering the ship, To do it well, required
an abstraction of the mind for two hours
from all other matters, with a touch, and a
foresight, or rather forefeeling, in which
John Merrill excelled, but which fow rough
and tumble sailoys possess,

B

| My, Baldwin used to declare that * he
| never knew a right-down gmart fellow who
[ could steer more than a fair, decent trick ;
| and that hie never lknew an A 1extra helms-
man who was good for much else.”” And,
after an observation of many years, Tthink
his statement was not fur from the truth.
We made our fisst port at Taleahuano
after donbling Cape Horn, and here John
and I, being in the same wateh, were much
together on shore. But he would never
stay after dark, and appeared utterly insen-
| sible to the fascinations of the Chillian biru.
‘ nettes.  He would drink no liquor, and his
example, in this respect, had a good offect
| npon myself.

We sailed for a crvise on the coast of
| 1 »
Peru, after a short stay in port. Among

| the men shipped to fill. vaciancies, was one |

known as © California Tom,” a follow
unbounded assurance and infinite ‘gas,’ to
| whom John and I both took an instinoctive
aversion at fiest acquaintance, But bhe
! found some congenial spivits on board the

| Amphion; as such fellows will in any slip |

where they muy east their fortunes,

We had not been long at sea before it ap-
{ pearved that we had some one fn our civele
who digdained the nice little distinetions of
meum und  fewm. Several artieles had
Lieen mysteriously missed by different par-
ties, and complaints were loud and elamor-
ous,

A ship's forcastle is as unflt o place for o
thief as he can well find his way into. As
much unensiness is caused by his presence,
as by the knowledge that a powder magn-
zine is looated somowhere under the deck
without knowing exactly where, Woe to
himif he is caught; for though Jack’s
standard of morality is, in many respeots,
no higher than it onght to be, he has no
merey for 4 pilfering shipmate, Ile has, it
may be sald, one code of morals to regu-
late his dealings with his own comrades,

yard, in a voice of thunder, “Lay cmtF

of |

and another much more elastio, for the
great barbarian world ontside,

We became a very unhappy family after
this discovery, for, of course, all mutual
confidence was lost, until it should appear
who the offender was. No one was exempt
from suspicion ; though the weight of it
wad equally divided between Californin
Tom and my demure friend John Merrill,
Each had his friends, who believed the
other guilty, but while the boy modestly re-
frained from saying anything about it,
Tom did not seruple to head his own party.

“It's easy enough to seo who the thief
is,” I heard him say one night, as ho ocon-
pied the centre of o little knot of his
croneis.  “It's that sleck-faced little
hypocrite that is at the wheel now."

* OF courso "tis,"" said Derby, one of the
‘congenials,’ “Its enough to condemn
any fellow to know that he keeps lis den-
key always locked.”

“ What business has oné man to be al-
lowed to lock his donkey, anyhow?” de-
manded Tom, loud enough now for all to
hear. ‘I say, let's go and kick the lid
open and see what's in it,"”

“Bit right down ! said Frank Wight-
man, from our side of the house, for Tom
had risen as if to carry his suggestion into
effect. ““Don’t undertake anything of the
kind., Joln Merrill isn't here to speak for
himself, and no man shall break his chest
open while I'm by to prevent it."”

“Don't you want to find ont who the
thief is 9" asked Derby.

“Of course I do ; and I don’t think I
should have to go far to do that, If there’s
to be a general search of chests and bunks,
I'm ready to agree to it at any time; and
perhaps the boy would e willing to open
his, in such o case.  But I say it shan't be
kicked open in his absence.’

“It's plain enough that he's the guilty
| one,* said Tom, “when his chest is the
[ only one locked, and—**
| “1 don't know ahout that !’ retorted
Frank, with a significant look, “A thief
may find other places for his plunder Le-
sicdes in his chest. Indeed, if he's an old
hand at if, he would be likely to,”

This home-thrust put an end to the dis-
cussion for the moment ; for Tom as well
as Derby and the rest of his gang, were
afraid of Wightman, who *alone was a
mateh for any two of them, But when
John was relieved from the wheel, we told
him what had oceurred, and how suspicion
was thickening upon him., Frank asked
him, il he were willing to open his chest
and let us all have & look at its contents.

* No,'" said he, guietly, “1am not wil-
ling."

“But why not, if you are innocent 9

“1 cannot say why not, but T can assure
you that I know nothing about the stolen
| things. You must ecither take my word

for it, or, if a gencral search is dotermined
| Wpon, open my chest by foree, for I shall
| not congent to have it done.”

r:m shan't be foroed to, at least by anybody
n this end of the ship. But think this
matter over, and perhaps to-morrow you'll
feel differently about it, I've no idle curi-
osity, myself, to want to know your secret;
but T would like to satisfy others, who
haven't the same trust in your integrity
that I have."

That night in the middle watch, I was
nwnkened%)yn slight clicking noise, and
saw California Tom, by the dim light of
the hnnf{iug lamp, stealthily opening John's
chest with a key, John, himself, as wellas
all the rest of my watol, was sleeping
soundly ; but I knew that he never left his
key where it could be found. It was al-
ways about his person, night and day,—
Tom must have found a duplicate key to
fit the chest.

I was about to speak and give the alarm
to Wifhtham and others; but on second
thought, determined to wait a moment and
see the result. Tom had a bundle in one
hand, which appeared to bo a new flannel
shirt, and as the lock flew open at last, he
lost no time in looking into the chest, but
pushed in the bundle, relocked it and went
on deck,

I considered the matter, and determined
to tell Frank Wightman ; which 1 did as
soon as our wateh turned out.

“Don’t tell John,” were his words s ]
hope he wont open his chest and discover
it ; for I want to see what kind of a plot is
hatching,”

John Merrill had the morning mast-head,
and went up to his post at daylight, with-
out having had occasion to look into his
chest, Tom wasupand stirring soon af-
terwards—an unususl proceeding for him
in & morning wateh off duty—and headed
off Captain Boule as soon 08 he made his
appearance nhove deck,

Pmacnt!iv the order was given to call all
hands, and muster them up. One of the
mates wns sent into the forcastle tosee that
no one lingered, and to have all the men's
wits and effects roused up to the light of
day. The captain was evidently in a vow-
ering ragoe, for he had passed lightly over
soveral previous reports of theft, 10ping
the matter would bo adjusted without Lis
interference. But Tom had lost a new
| shirk during the night, and Captain Soule
had lost—his patience,
“T1 find it i€ it's inside the ship ! said
‘ e ; ““and T'Il flog the man that stole it."
Beveral chests and bags had been emyp-
| tied of their contents in the presence of us
[ all; for John had been ealled down from
| aloft, and stood, thoughtful and agitated,
at my side. When the captain come to
thelooked chest, |
“ Whose is this "' he demanded.,
““Mine, sir,” spoke np the lad.
“ai" me your key I
“II you'll excuse me, sir, T would like to
speak a word with you, by ourselves, sir,
it you please."”
But the captain was not in o humor to
listen to any remonstrance at that moment,
“ Let me get through with this cursed
business before I talk with anybody | It
doesn’t look well, anyliow, that you ke P
your chiest locked up I
He swung back his heavy boot as he
spoke, and with a single kick under the
projecting edge of the lid it lew open,
“There’'s my shirt " exclaimed Tom,
scizing the bundle that Iay on top. He
shook it open, showed lis marks, and it
was at onco identified beyond all dispute,
“Enough said! We're on the right
track, now,"’ said Captain Soule.  “Talke
up this cliest and carry it aft!” Aund he
closed the lid with a bang,

“I believe what you say, John, said
| Frank, and g0 does Bill, here, that you are |
| entively innocent, DBut there are many |

who don't, and there will be still more, if
you don't satisfy them. Perhaps if you
{ would let me, alone, overhaul it, or Bill, if
that would suit you better, eh 2"

“No,"" T cannot show the contents of it,
even to Bill. If the matter is pressed hard |
[ shall appeal to the old man for protection

—though 1 don’t know as that would do
l any good.”

“None atall,” said Wightman and I,
both at once,

* What would he do, do you think 2"

 Exercise his authority, and demand the
key at once, or open it by forco. He has
heard about the thefts, as you know ; and I
heard him tell Mr, Baldwin that, if anoth-
er ease was reported, he should o 0
generil search, and flog the thief, if he
conld be found.” The boy rested his face
upon his hands in thought, but made no
answer,

‘“Never mind, John,” said Wightman ;
‘“don’t fret about it. No harm shall come

“Mr. Baldwin,” he continned, “strip
Johm Merrill;s back, and seize Lim up | It's
a new thing for me toflog one of my men
—i thing 1 never did—but I've sworn it in
this case, and I'll keep my word.”

The poor boy, overwhelmed with confu-
sion, could hardly find o word to protest his
innocence, as the mate led him aft, DBut
Frank Wightman at this moment neared
the eaptain respectfully, and touched him
gently on the shoulder, A word was Spo-
ken ; the eaptain relaxed his angry brows

[ to listen to it, for Wighitman was the bost

man in the forcastle, The two walked aft
together, conversing earnestly. 1 kopt my
eye on them, fill Frank made a sigunal,
which I understood, when I followed.
“Mr. Derrick,” said the captain to the
second mate, ‘‘keop everything as it stands,
with the chests forward., Don't allow a
man to touch a thing, till further orders.”
He beckoned Wightman and myself to
come below, Butas he did not tounter-
mand the orders he had given about seizing
John up, the mate, it seems, proceeded to
obey them, He prepared the seizings, but
when he ordered the boy to remove his
shirt, he met with uuex?ecmd resistance,
While I was relating to Captain Soule, in
the forward cabin, what I had seen during
the middle watcl, there was n scuffle over
our heads, and John Merrill, in frenzy of
excitement, rushed down the stairs and

to you anyhow. I'm satisfled of your truth,

into the after cabin. * Hold on, Mr, Bald-

and if you still decline to show your things

win! Never mind what I told you, for
tho present.” And the captain followed
the boy into the sanctum, while we await-
ed the result. In a minute afterwards he
put his head out at the door, with the
strangest look on his face that I had ever
seon mortal man wear.

“Wightmam! you and Bill, pass John
Merrill's chest down the stairs, right into
this room.”

We obeyed the order, and set our burden
down at his feet. But the lad was not to
be seen as we looked about us,

“That'll do, You can go on deck, now ;
I'll talk with you again, soon.” And the
door was clesed between us and the mys-
tery.

i}t. was half an hour before Captain Soule
came up, and ordered the search continued.
When llm came to Tom's chest, he over-
hauled it very carefully ; but it was, appar-
ently, emptied to the bottom, without find-
ing any stolen property. But, still unsatis-
fled, he stood it up on end, thumped it
heavily, and threw it bottom up, A false
Lottom was dislodged and fell out, followed
by various missing articles.

A general ery of indignationiwas raised,
and a strong disposition was manifested to
lyneh California Tom. But Mr. Baldwin
took upon himself the office of execution-
er, this time with a good will.

“T always felt it in my bones that Joln
Merrill was innocent,” said he to Captain
Sonle ; ““and when it came to stripping his
shirt, I hadn’t, somehow, any heartto do
it.?

“I'm glad you didn't succeed in doing
it,”" wasg the reply.  *1 couldn’t have flog-
ged him if he had been guilty ; nor could
you either,”

 low so, sir 1™

“Do you thiuk you could lay the cat on
the back of a woman 2

That comical look of the captain’s was
reflected, nay multiplied, tenfold, in the
rough face of the old mate.

“Awoman?”’ le gasped out, ““Joln
Merrill 2
“Ay, & woman, Mr. Baldwin. Annice

Carroll is her name, now.”’

** But what are you going to do with him,
sir P

‘Do with him?  With Zer, you mean;
put him or put her, or it, ashore, of course,
as soon as I make a port. Wo must give
her o state-room, in the cabin, and have her
to wear such a dress as belongs to her sex. !

“Well—well—"" said My, Baldwin, re-
flectively ; “ 1 never had nnything to bring
me up with a round-turn like that.” Then
@ bright idea seemed to have struck him,
and he demanded triumphantly, < Where's
yowr clothes to dross herin /'

““She’s got all her dry goods in her chest
ready to wear,"

“What? In John Menills chest, do
you mean

“Or eourse. Whose else shiould T mean?
That's why he—she, I mean—alwnys kept
it locked ; and wns so seoret about it.”

I shall not spend time to tell show wo
talked the matter over in the forecastle
that night, and compared notes, and went
back to every little incident of the outward
passage, that might be supposed to have
any bearing upon this astounding discoy-
ery. Of course, there were those veady to
say they had guessed the truth months ago;
but I venture to say, that not ‘a man on
board the Amphion liad the slightest suspi-
cion of the truth, until it was revealed to
Captain Boule, as Thaverclated, And how
miich longer wo might have been in the
durls, but for the attempt to flog Ley, it is
difficult to say.

John Merrill stood no more watches on
board the Amphion, nor went to the mast-
head. But Annie Carroll, a beautiful young
lady, save that she wore her hair rather too
much au gareon, sometimes steeved a tricle
at the wheel when she felf in the humor,
until our arrival at Callon, where she be-
came, when her story was known, the he-
roine, the lioness of the hour. A passage
home was seonred for her; and she took
leave of us all, with no desire, as she con-
fessed, to follow any further the profession
of a sailor,

1t was the old, old story. An orphan, «
harsh, guardian, and on attempt to force
her into & marriage with one she dislilced,
A madeap scheme, in which sho had em-
barked from a wayward impulse, and per-
sisted in because sho hardly knew how or
when to retreat, And we were forced to
admit, when we reviewed all the circumpstan-
ces, that she had nobly sustained the doub-
le charpeter, and had preserved all the
finer attributes of her sex, while she laid
aside its apparel.

And will it be wondered that sho io’hcr
heart while on board the Amphion? Not
to me ; for of course, [ was but a boy in
her eyes. But when I last saw John Mer-

rill, he was Mrs. Captain Wightman, and
still elnimed to be,if not the boldest seaman;

the best helmsman, at least, of the family
l:irl:lﬂ.




