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The Castaways

 


Act One




 


I must have drifted, sole survivor of the S.S. Aloysius, for
days and weeks.

I was unconscious and near death when the boat, half full of
seawater, floated, somehow, through a gap in the reef and close to
the shore of the island. Which is where he must have found
me.

What happened next is still a bit of a blur. Strong hands, a
kind voice, and a kind of warmth against my side as I was carried,
blinded by the sun, straight up above me and relentless in its
attentions.

My first real impression was of cool, clear water being
dribbled over my lips, my chin, down my salt-encrusted chest…almost
anywhere but where it was really needed, which is to say down my
gullet.

Gasping in awareness, some of it finally did go down, but it
was the wrong hole, and I came up spluttering. Only now did I
become completely aware of the strong arm supporting me and the dim
face of the dark figure above. I coughed and coughed, and finally
it was done.

We stared at each other for a long minute—

Hello.

Struggling up on my own now, my left hand found a big, hairy
leg and I tried to sit up properly.

He jabbered at me in some unknown language, and held the
gourd up to my mouth again.

“Thank you, oh, thank you.”

This time it went down better, although my eyes were still
burning in their sockets, blinded by salt, sun and wind, and it
might be quite some time before I was myself again.

 


***

 


I suppose I should start from the beginning.

Our ship was bound for Tasmania, with a small cargo of luxury
wines and spirits, and the even more important manufactured goods.
These would be hard to come by in this new-found land and therefore
very profitable. There was the Royal Mail, and then a small
contingent of passengers, all of whom were respectable, gentle
folk, either looking to emigrate, or to return to the land of their
birth in the case of the Peebles, Mister and Missus. Their son
Barney, a rather callow lad of about twenty had developed quite a
crush on me, which was painful enough, and that included both of
us.

Mister Peebles had said he was a London banker, dabbling in
insurance, and after a while, I believed him. He was certainly
boring enough.

There was a storm, a big one. We had been unable to take
supper, with the rolling, up-and-down, yawing motion of the ship.
Some of us were seasick. While my own stomach may have been made of
sterner stuff, naked fear will take away almost anyone’s appetite.
There was no food anyways. It was just too dangerous, and the stove
had not been lit these past two days and nights.

I shared a cabin, more like a cupboard, with an older woman,
Miss Emrie. She was going to join her mail-order fiancé on some
archipelago in the Antipodes. I’d always thought it was the other
way around. I’d seen the advertisements for mail-order brides when
looking into my own prospects of employment in the teaching
profession. She’d laughed when I told her that, but she assured me
that it wasn’t always necessarily the case. In other words, she’d
had a pretty good say in it too. Two people, falling in love, with
only a small and faded photograph to share, a lock of hair perhaps,
letters of course, and all of this, or at least most of it, by
post…be that as it may, but at least I understood the sentiment.
They say a picture is worth a thousand words, but the gentleman
didn’t seem all that compelling, at least to my own eyes, with the
narrow shoulders, the lumpy suit and the receding hairline. The
smile seemed genuine, but what did I know.

There came a pounding at the door and we were confronted by
Tom, the cabin boy, white as a sheet and perhaps a little green
about the gills.

“Everybody up on deck. Leave everything. The captain says
we’re foundering.”

He had this disbelieving look, or maybe he just didn’t know
what the word meant.

It seems cruel enough in retrospect, but that is what I
thought at the time. And I really am a teacher. Reading,
comprehension, composition. It’s important enough and that has
always been my opinion.

And—

This is how I found myself thrust into the lifeboat, with
nothing but a small case of my own, including my diary, now
water-soaked, and the ship’s cash-box. Miss Emrie, clutching her
little bonnet firmly, was just lifting a foot up and over the
railing, supported by the strong arms of a couple of
seaman—

Just about then, the boat plunged headlong into the face of a
foaming green wall, and the bow didn’t come up again. People and
the crew members clustered at the rail were flung forward like rag
dolls. The stern hung there a moment, and then the ship slowly
rolled over, still half under by the bow…it was all I could do to
hold on.

There were screams and faint shouts. Ashamed as I am to say
it, but some frightened seamen must have let go on the ropes fore
and aft; and at least I wasn’t still tied to her as the ship went
down.

There will always be that sense of guilt.

I could only be grateful for my own life, and to pray for the
souls of the dead.

 


***

 


What a terribly sad and lonely feeling. All those people,
mostly harmless and all looking forward to their new lives and our
destination, all now dead and gone.

After days alone and at sea, I was very weak. I was
disoriented and in shock, and my stomach rebelled at the first hint
of food. Real food—

All I’d had for days, was a couple of flying fish that had
the misfortune to hit the boat after running out of steam, so to
speak, and coming down under circumstances beyond their
control.

The man nodded in understanding, when I barfed it all back up
in pretty short order, but we’d try again later one hoped. Even too
much water at first was a bad idea, or so I had read
somewhere.
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