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CHAPTER ONE


‘. . . till the future dares


Forget the past, his fate and fame shall be


An echo and a light unto eternity!’


‘Adonais’, Percy Bysshe Shelley, 1792–1822.


January 1849.


Bone-aching winter on the Southampton Docks in the south of England.


It was just after three o’clock in the afternoon and already it was almost dark. There was a fog in the harbour, and sleet interspersed with fine rain fell and drifted indifferently on the shoulders of the young naval lieutenant who stood on the Baltic Wharf looking up at the vessel berthed beside him. She was a sloop, a comparatively small though fleet ship of war carrying guns on her upper decks only. The man remained there a long time, his eyes roving back and forth from stem to stern. Silently he said her name, ‘HMS Coral Regis.’


There was a movement at the bulwark above and he looked up into the face of his boatswain. ‘Goodbye, Lieutenant Fletcher,’ the sailor called down to him, and he lifted his hand in a farewell salute before he turned and resolutely walked away.


Reversing the collar of his overcoat up round his chin, he positioned his seaman’s bag more comfortably on his square shoulders and set his body against the drizzling rain. He walked swiftly, unimpeded by his heavy greatcoat, listening to the familiar, languid sound of creaking timber as the ships of the line strained against their ropes.


The wharf labourers, moving lethargically in the icy air, looked involuntarily at him a second time as he strode along towards American Wharf, a grave expression on his face. There was an energy about him, not just the vitality that comes with youth, but a virile quality that somehow made him unforgettable. He wore no beard or moustache as was so characteristic of men of the sea, and his skin was smooth and sunbrowned, exuding health and strength. His nose was straight and the proportions of his face were in perfect harmony. His gait had barely any of the mariner’s roll in it, which was surprising for a man who had spent over twelve years at sea. His was an easy, flowing movement more typical of one linked with open hills and valleys. His blue-grey eyes were the brightest thing on this dismal seafront, and they flickered now across the hawkers calling for his attention in the dark, cold alleys leading from the docks.


He stopped briefly in the encroaching dusk to watch some boys play a listless game of football in the biting wind before he made his way across the Chantrey meadows. Halting under the gloomy shapes of naked trees, rigid like twisted wire, on the edge of the public cricket ground, he stood reflectively before he turned into the deserted stand and sat down out of the wind, his bag at his feet. Below him on the pitch, two men moved doggedly back and forth finishing their day’s work, but he hardly noticed them, his mind was elsewhere.


Today he had resigned his commission in the Royal Navy. He would miss it, for the ocean and its myriad moods over the years had gradually become his love. Yet he supposed in time he could come to like the land sufficiently. He must. And while he was not looking eagerly towards his new life, neither was he disinterested. Tomorrow, Squire Alan Fletcher would assume his new responsibilities in Somerset, beneath the Mendip Hills; the HMS Coral Regis and his crew replaced by ‘Long Moss House’, the tenant farmers and their families.


He had met the officer who would take over his ship. ‘His’ ship, he would always think of her that way. He would miss her decks beneath his feet even though he had only captained her for twenty months, his first command, and his last.


Eventually, he rose to his feet. It was totally dark now and, hoisting his bag to his right shoulder and adjusting his hat more firmly over his eyes, he proceeded to the railway terminus. There, he inquired about trains to take him home to Sedgemoor and his father’s house, only to find he would have to stay the night in Southampton. The next train did not leave until the morning.


He left the footpath and crossed into Oxford Street, where the cosy lights of a tavern reminded him he had not eaten since breakfast. In the warmth and noise within, he ordered roast beef and Yorkshire pudding from a pink-cheeked girl, and sat in a corner with his reflections.


When he had heard of his father’s death, he had been in Nelson’s Dockyard in Antigua and his father had already been gone over two months. They had never been close, there had always been a distance between them; yet, it was sad for him to realise he would never see his parent again.


He had advanced rapidly in the Navy, from a seventeen-year-old midshipman to a full lieutenant with his own ship on discharge. His father had been against it from the start but after his mother’s death in the spring, he had needed to get away. His mother . . . A soft expression passed across his face. He closed his eyes and he was a child again. He saw her coming across the lawn of Long Moss House, wide, lemon silk skirts enveloping him as she bent down to hug him. She had shone in his life like the evening star.


He remembered the morning of her funeral when all the tenant farmers’ wives had come and bunched together at the front of the welcoming-arms stone steps. Beyond them had been a dray and, on the back of it, a blanket made entirely of flowers. The women had toiled through the night to weave it. They had interlaced lily of the valley with bluebells and marigolds, wild rose and daffodils, juniper and scarlet rhododendron. Woven in it were the words, ‘Lady Fletcher of Long Moss House loved and missed’. His father had draped her coffin with it and when they had laid her to repose in the crypt below the family church, he had left it there, so bright and pretty against the insipid, grey coldness of her resting place.


Tomorrow Alan would take his father’s place, become the squire and the country gentleman. ‘You have finally made me quit the sea, Father,’ he said softly to himself.


His cousin, Abel Crenshaw, his only male blood relative and his mother’s sister’s son, had been handling the estate’s affairs since his father’s death. No doubt Abel would help him understand the complexities of the place. He did not know his cousin well, for he was over ten years older, but he recalled him as a quiet, sober man, clever and conscientious.


Alan paid for his meal and ale and left the now crowded, smoky room. He joined those few outside who walked west towards High Street; the byways were more deserted now that the day’s work was over. On the corner of Orchard Place, he stopped beneath the gas lamp to let a solitary cabriolet pass. Above his head tiny snowflakes were falling. In the light of the lamp, each one was illuminated intensely white for a second or two, and then, floating beyond the rim of brightness, joined forever the sombre grey of the footpath.


He hurried on towards the ‘Dolphin Hotel’ in High Street, the January chill biting through his thick greatcoat encouraging him to seek a night’s lodging quickly.


He did not notice the two shadowy forms which had been trailing him from the moment he stepped ashore. They slithered from the doorway where they had been concealed, and continued to follow him.


The shortest distance to the hotel was through a long alleyway connecting Orchard Place to Canal Terrace and on to High Street. In the narrow lane, he blinked in the darkness. The only semblance of light was the snow upon the ground. He strode vigorously to the centre of the alley where an old Tudor coach house, now a darkened butchery, projected out over the passage. Suddenly, he was aware of running footsteps behind him. In the blackness, he spun round and dropped his bag to the ground just as a figure leaped upon him.


His reflexes were perfect. He was powerfully strong, a veteran of hand-to-hand battles. He sidestepped the hurtling body and the man fell to the ground, only cuffing Alan with his arm and totally missing him with the long, razor-sharp dirk he had aimed at his throat.


As Alan wavered to keep his balance, a second form sprang from the side, stabbing at him with a thick dagger. He tensed to meet the new menace, throwing up his left arm to ward off the blade. There was a hot, searing pain as it entered his flesh. At the same time, he swung his body round and kicked, connecting with the ribs of the man. There was a loud howl and the figure fell moaning to the alley floor.


The first assailant rose from the ground lunging forward, crying obscenities. At this moment, another person entered the lane. He was a baker making his way home from his shop in Canal Walk, a stout, lumbering man. He was well into the passage before he realised what was before him. When he saw the scuffling shapes, he shouted, ‘Hey, what happens here?’


‘Some bastard comes,’ warned the figure on the ground nursing his ribs, but Alan had the other attacker gripped by the throat and had seized his knife.


As the corpulent baker came up to them, the man with the injured ribs stood and, lifting his dagger, sank it deep into the newcomer’s chest. There was a gurgling sound of death as the baker dropped to the ground.


Alan was peripherally aware of the murder, but could not turn his attention from the man he fought. Grappling with him, he managed to push the would-be assassin to arm’s length and hit him a blow that knocked him senseless to the ground. Confidently, he turned sharply to face the killer, but his foot caught beneath the body at his feet and he twisted sideways into a fall. As he went down, the killer smashed the side of Alan’s head with all the force he could muster. There was a sickening crunch as his head hit the cobblestones.


Alan was motionless, the wound in his forearm bleeding into the snow. The baker lay crumpled with a dagger in his heart. The first attacker lay unconscious, and the murderer leaned against the wall breathing heavily and holding his ribs.


For some moments all was still, except for the panting of the killer. Then he collected himself and peering hurriedly up and down the dark passageway picked up his cohort’s fallen dagger and moved quickly to his side. ‘Come on, you. Ged up! We can’t ’ang around ’ere. Ged up, I say!’ And he began to slap the man to bring him back to consciousness. Before he was completely sensible, the murderer had lifted him to his feet and they hobbled out of the alley.


Alan was vaguely aware of the cold at his back and then hands roughly shaking him. The light from a firebrand shone in his eyes and he began to discern people above and around him.


‘Coom on, it’s off to prison with ye! Murder’s a hangin’ offence!’


Murder! Prison? Who were they talking about?


He was pulled into a standing position and then through the haze and pain he focused on a policeman. ‘Coom on, young fella!’ He was prodded in the ribs. ‘It’s off to gaol with ye!’


It was then Alan realised the constable’s words were said to him. He looked in amazement at the plump face under the policeman’s helmet. ‘But I committed no murder. It was the other two. Did no one see them?’ He looked to the faces encircling him. They looked back at him in silence. ‘I was attacked. This poor man was an innocent witness.’


He kept down the nausea that rose in his throat as the policeman pushed him steadily along through the collection of people and the now heavily falling snow.


That night he lay awake, his senses invaded by the smell of bodies and straw. At least they had dressed the wound on his forearm and cleaned the blood from that part of his forehead which had hit the pavement, but still his arm ached and his brow ached. Over and over, he analysed the attack. It was obviously a mistake. He fell into a fitful sleep, thinking that tomorrow his name would be cleared. However, upon awakening the next morning, he discovered that overnight two witnesses had materialised who said they had seen Alan kill the baker in cold blood. They stated that the baker hit out with his dying breath and knocked the attacker down where his head struck the ground and he lost consciousness. Alan did not need to know more. He knew already who the ‘witnesses’ were. One of them would certainly carry a broken rib and the other a sore head!


Later that same morning, he was formally charged before the city magistrate with the murder of Byard Tennyson, baker of the City of Southampton.


For three weeks, he was detained in Southampton gaol where, daily, he asked to see Vice-Admiral St Nevis, his commanding officer, and to have his family solicitor and his cousin Abel notified. In due course, official and unhurried, contact was made.


Ten days after being charged, he was informed that he was to be tried at the coming February assizes, the periodic sessions held in each county to administer civil and criminal justice. This same day, he saw his family solicitor, Mr Bader. Entirely inadequate to the situation, the benign old man looked at Alan with sympathetic eyes. They conversed for about half an hour in a small, damp room in the confines of the prison and when the elderly man left, he promised to talk things over with Abel, who had been unable to leave Sedgemoor due to pressing business concerns.


After Mr Bader had gone, Alan lay on his bunk looking through the bars at that part of the outside stone wall he could see. It was cold and raining and he, too, felt bleak. He urged himself to optimism.


At nine o’clock in the morning of the following day he was taken from the cell he shared with eight others to meet the barrister retained to defend him. A warden led him along a dusty passageway, up a flight of steps to a door with a small metal grille in its centre and a gaoler lounging before it.


The room he entered was about ten feet square. A tired brocade curtain hung across a window to the left and a corpulent middle-aged man sat in front of it leafing through some pages. There was a small table to his side and an empty chair to which he motioned Alan with a courteous wave of his hand and a wide, friendly smile.


His eyes were large and he blinked continually as he spoke. ‘Lieutenant Fletcher?’


‘Yes,’ said Alan as he sat.


‘I’m Eams, Frederick Eams, your barrister-at-law.’


‘How do you do.’


‘Now then, I have the facts here, and I should like to hear what you have to say about them.’ He placed his fat hands palm upwards on the table in a polite gesture to elicit information.


Alan met his eyes. ‘And what facts are they?’


‘Why, what I got from the prison records, indeed. About the happenings on the night of January tenth. I’ve read it all, Lieutenant Fletcher. Now then, tell me do, what have you to say?’


Alan told him what had occurred, and all the while Eams blinked and nodded sagely. When Alan completed his account, Eams leaned forward to pat his arm. ‘I understand,’ he gave another of his smiles, ‘and I believe you, indeed. Unfortunately, you have no witnesses to give credence to your side of the story.’


‘No.’


‘Mmm, indeed, pity, pity.’ He clutched his hands together and leaned forward. ‘I have won many a case, Lieutenant, and would feel confident but for this new evidence showing your argument with the deceased. That’s what’s worrying me. The prosecution will see that as completely damning, I’m afraid, yes, indeed!’


Alan’s face grew grave. He drew his right hand across the cut on his forehead. ‘What new evidence? What argument?’


Eams’s eyes seemed to become even larger and the blinking more disconcerted as he bent closer. ‘Why? Haven’t they told you? They should have. There’s a local fellow, a Southampton man, who attests he saw you in the baker’s shop the very afternoon of the murder, arguing fit to screaming with the dead man. You see, that is what troubles me, indeed. This new evidence.’


‘But it’s a lie,’ Alan answered.


‘I know, I know, Lieutenant Fletcher. But we have to convince others that it is.’


‘And what time of day does this “new” witness say he saw the argument?’ Alan’s voice was cold.


‘About thirty minutes past the hour of three in the afternoon.’


Alan nodded. ‘That is what I expected.’ Then to himself he added, ‘While I sat alone in the cricket ground. Of course.’


‘What is that you say?’


Alan looked directly at the large man. ‘I wonder why they are doing this to me?’


‘Who?’


‘Whoever they are.’


The chair squeaked as Eams leaned back. He stretched his hand out and tapped his fingernails on the table. Alan noticed the skin on his knuckles was cracked.


The barrister drew in his breath noisily. ‘Now, young man, unfortunately your defence is very weak. You see, in fact, there is only your word. Yes, indeed. But I have won many a case, as I say. Give me a night to think about it. To reflect. I shall return tomorrow.’ And he lifted his bulk from the chair and, with another of his amiable smiles, departed.


During the next twenty-four hours, Alan went over the meeting many times in his mind, and when the hour arrived to confront Eams again, he was thoughtful as he entered the interview room.


‘Sit down, Lieutenant Fletcher, indeed do,’ Eams welcomed him with his customary friendliness, pointing to the empty chair.


They sat looking at each other for a few seconds, Eams blinking and Alan staring.


‘Sooo,’ the big man began. ‘I have been pondering about what will be best for you . . . best in the long run. Indeed, we must do what is best.’


‘And what is that?’


‘Even with all my deliberations, I am still not entirely sure.’ He shook his head and dropped his voice. ‘Murder is a hanging offence, my friend.’


‘But I murdered no one.’


‘Indeed I know that. But you have . . . that is, we have no witnesses. The prosecution has witnesses, but we must not be despondent.’


‘Do you think I have a chance?’


‘Ah now,’ Eams replied. ‘There it is. We must believe so, indeed.’


‘Will you be able to prove I am innocent?’


‘Lieutenant, you are an intelligent man.’ Eams smiled sadly. ‘There is a witness who says he heard you argue and threaten the dead man. There are witnesses who say they saw you stab the dead man. It is to the prosecutor’s advantage, indeed. But I am determined to do my best for you and that will not be inconsiderable.’


Alan nodded. ‘My cousin is very concerned for my welfare?’


‘Now that is true. Very concerned, I would say, yes.’


‘And yet he has not been to see me.’


‘Has he not? Ah well, indeed he’s very busy no doubt . . . a very busy man. But he expressed great anxiety in respect to your welfare when he spoke to me. Of that you can be certain.’


It was then Alan smiled at Eams for the first time. Really smiled.


Eams blinked, and as he blinked, Alan continued to smile.


Eams was most uncomfortable; he looked unhappy. ‘Why are you amused?’


‘Because now, Frederick Eams, I know what I did not know before. Now I realise the two men who attacked me were hired to kill me. They were not chance footpads. I was to have been found dead, the unlucky victim of a robbery, conveniently out of the way in a Southampton lane. But the ill-fated baker changed things and the attackers had to be set up as “witnesses” and I falsely charged as the murderer. I am still to be conveniently out of the way – hanged on a gibbet!’


Eams said nothing, but there was no smile on his face. Then he shook his head as he rose awkwardly. ‘Now, Lieutenant,’ he came closer, ‘why do you say this? I’m sure you are wrong. I . . . I . . . am astounded.’


‘And now,’ Alan cut across him, ‘a third “witness” to authenticate the story has been procured. An “impartial” man who “heard” me argue with the dead baker. Undeniably a secure trap now. It must be costing him a great deal of money.’


Eams’s hand went out and took Alan by the shoulder. ‘Young man, come, sit down. Perhaps the prison is affecting your judgement, my friend.’


‘Friend?’ Alan shook off the man’s hand. ‘No, Mr barrister-at-law Eams, I think not. The entire Fletcher lands are to be his, are they not? And all of you very well paid to make sure I die on the gallows. How greatly my cousin Abel must desire my estate!’


‘That is a terrible accusation to make, young man, especially against me. Indeed, I cannot believe you mean it!’


‘But I do mean it. I would rather one of the thieves sharing my cell represent me than you, Frederick Eams.’


‘You’re mad, quite mad,’ Eams retorted, head shaking, eyes blinking.


‘Get out, Eams! You’re but a cipher. Get out!’ Alan brusquely swept the sheaf of papers to the floor and called for the guard.


The following day, he was returned to the same room.


Commodore James Trent of the Royal Navy awaited him there. Alan knew this man; he had served under him briefly as a midshipman some ten years before.


He saluted but the naval officer came forward and took his hand. ‘Hello, Alan. Admiral St Nevis is at sea, but I hope I can help in his stead.’ Trent was a fair-minded man and his good-humoured face was troubled. ‘I’ve just spoken to the head gaoler. This all sounds wretched for you, I’m afraid. Yet I know you wouldn’t be involved in a mess like this. What happened?’


At last someone had asked Alan unequivocally his version of the events.


Step by step, he related the incidents of 10 January from the moment of his departure from the Coral Regis to the assault in the alley and the baker’s intervention.


When Alan finished, he stood looking at Commodore Trent who had listened without interrupting and now spoke at last. ‘I believe every word you say, Alan. No one with your fine record would be involved in such a rum affair.’


Relief sounded in Alan’s voice. ‘Thank you, sir. It’s good to hear you say that.’


‘I have read what you’ve done since I last saw you and I am proud of you. I noted that a few months after you served with me, you were in Aden during the annexation. You were mentioned in dispatches – most unusual for one so young, and commendable.’


‘Well, sir,’ Alan smiled wearily, ‘I had been there long enough to know a few Arabic words, and more than a few oaths. They came in handy when dealing with the tribesmen.’


The older man nodded. ‘And your record shows you have been mentioned in dispatches at other times. The War Office clearly valued your achievements. They gave you your own ship. Perhaps the youngest captain in the Royal Navy.’ He touched Alan affectionately on the shoulder. ‘You are a fine sailor, and a brave man. I know.’


‘Thank you for your belief in me, sir.’


‘We will do what we can for you, Alan. Your record should stand you in good stead.’ The commodore came forward and took his hand once more. ‘Do you have somebody to defend you?’


‘No, I do not.’


‘Then I shall find you someone.’


The commodore’s choice was Barrister-at-law Finnigan McGuire.


In the first days of his imprisonment, Alan had been angry and indignant at being accused of murder. These feelings had given way to frustration and sometimes almost desperation, but now that Finnigan was with him, his innate optimism rose again and he felt that with the barrister, the wrong that had been done to him had a chance of being righted. On the afternoon before the trial, Finnigan took Alan’s hand; his tall brow crinkled as he explained, ‘The case against you is strong, but I shall fight for you, Alan. I really shall.’


‘Yes, I know you will.’


The next morning, the day of the assizes, a gaoler came for him before the hour of seven.


Ironically, Alan had been dubbed ‘Squire’ by the inmates of his crowded cell, and now as he said goodbye to his closest allies, two pickpockets, a poacher and a common thief, they wished him luck. He replied in kind and shook them all by the hand. The thief accompanied him to the door. ‘I’ll not be sharin’ a cell with such excellence as ye again, Squire. Brought a bit o’ tone to the place, ye did. Miss ye, we shall.’


He was given some lukewarm water to wash in, and clean clothes that Finnigan had arranged, and taken through the streets to the court building.


The judge presiding was the usual circuit judge, His Worship the Right Honourable Alexander Netterville, a man with a reputation for being objective although harsh on those found guilty.


The courtroom was filled to capacity. For the first time in over two years, Alan saw his cousin Abel and momentarily, all the disgust and fury he felt for the man exploded inside him. Then, he calmed himself while Abel sat there impassively, much as Alan remembered, solemn face, sandy hair, medium height and build.


And so the trial began.


The evidence mounted. The two witnesses claiming to have seen the attack were from London, and when the first of them took the stand, he identified Alan as the man he and his companion had seen stab the baker. Finnigan took the attitude that he was a liar, and used strong words to press his charge. The judge reprimanded him, reminding the jury that the witness was not on trial. Then Finnigan tried another defence; he suggested that the alley was dark, so dark in fact that the two Londoners could not be sure whom they saw, if indeed they had seen anybody, and for a time there were jurors who looked at Alan more sympathetically.


The second London man, Christopher Scales, a tall, thin man with a high forehead, said he was positive of Alan’s identity no matter whether the alley was dark or not. He and his friend had come within yards of the murderer while he struggled with the baker, and the uniform was easily identifiable. There was no doubt in his mind that the killer had worn the greatcoat of a naval lieutenant. ‘Besides,’ the liar said, ‘it were him all right. ’Is eyes glinted there in the alley, they did. Fair give me the ’orrors! And who could ever forgit them eyes when turned upon ye?’


There was a whisper of agreement from some of the crowd.


Finnigan asked Scales why they had not attempted to help the baker and the man replied that Alan had dealt the death blow before they could reach him.


When his cousin Abel was called to the stand, he took the Bible in his hand and spoke so softly the judge made him repeat the oath.


‘Speak more loudly, Abel Crenshaw. Louder!’


Finnigan tried to reveal Abel’s real attitude to his cousin, but Abel only spoke of his ‘love’ for Alan.


‘I was looking forward to dear Alan coming home,’ he reiterated during the course of his cross examination.


Abel implied that Alan sometimes had a violent temper. ‘While I do hate to say anything against my cousin, it is true he kicked my terrier once. So hard in the stomach it was,’ he dropped his eyes to his agitated hands, ‘my terrier died shortly afterwards.’ He omitted to say that Alan’s kick had been an automatic reaction when the animal attacked him.


Alan shook his head. It is you I should have kicked, Abel.


The man had been thorough, most thorough, in his forethought. There were even letters to Mr Bader saying he would be delighted to stay on and show his returning cousin the running of the estate, unless his cousin did not want him, in which case he was happy to leave Long Moss and return to his own thriving business in the wool trade.


For Alan, the whole proceeding was becoming like a bizarre dream. He felt as if it must all disintegrate, the people, the room, the court, and once again he would be standing on the poop deck of the Coral Regis setting sail with the east wind blowing and the evening tide running him out of Southampton Water, down to the Solent.


When Mr Bader took the stand, the old man did his best for Alan. He told of Alan’s sunny nature and praised his friendliness to all the tenant farmers. It was his belief that Alan would harm no creature or person. He spoke of Alan’s kindness to animals and it was at this time that Finnigan showed there had in fact been a reason for Alan to treat the terrier as Abel had described.


The rector from the family church came down from Sedgemoor and he too gave evidence of Alan’s good character.


Commodore Trent was better than his word. When he was called by Finnigan, he spoke glowingly of Alan and his service record. He told the court that in his opinion, ex-Lieutenant Fletcher was an honourable man of high moral principle, had been an exemplary, even a model officer in Her Majesty’s Navy, and would never perform such a base act as murder. It was a peerless commendation and for a short time Alan thought he had a chance.


But it was followed by the testimony of the local Southampton man and his evidence proved disastrous.


‘I call Benjamin Breely to the stand.’


The man who walked through the court was in his early twenties. He had golden hair and his candid face was round and smooth. His big blue eyes looked interestedly about as he took the stand. His dress was fashionable but there was no suggestion of the dandy about him. He was not a handsome man, but his aspect was innocently youthful and undefiled, and when he took the oath, his tones were sincere and distinct. There was an intangible quality about him somehow synonymous with truth and honesty.


Oh Abel! How you must have searched to find this one! He is perfect! You have found a corrupted man who looks sinless. This is a masterstroke! The jury will believe whatever he says.


Alan stood listening to the testimony of the cherub as the prosecutor examined him.


‘I was going specifically to the baker, Mr Tennyson. He made the best cakes in Southampton don’t you know!’


‘And tell us what happened.’


‘It was like this,’ the cherub stated, looking virtuously at his questioner. ‘I had just opened the door, mind you, and stepped inside. It was twilight and the lamps were lit. Mr Tennyson was out in the back, out where he cooks, and there was another man with him. The man with him was shouting. I do remember what he said. “You’ll give me what is mine, Tennyson. I’m not going to ask you any more. It’s been long enough,” and he sort of pushed Mr Tennyson roughly against the wall. “Leave me alone!” Mr Tennyson said, “I haven’t got it!” And the man answered, “Blast your eyes! If you don’t hand it over now, I swear I’ll do for you!”’


The noise in the court rose.


‘Quiet! Silence in the court!’


The Crown prosecutor continued, ‘Mr Breely, what took place after that?’


The cherub looked serious. ‘Well, you see, sir, that was when they turned and saw me.’


‘Yes,’ said the prosecutor, ‘go on.’


‘I remember they both came out to the front of the shop, and Mr Tennyson went behind the counter. The other man stood there for a few moments looking threatening-like. Then he said quietly, real cold-like, “I’m warning you, Tennyson,” and he brushed past me and went out the door.’


‘Is this man you speak of here today?’ asked the prosecutor.


The young man’s artless eyes looked around the room. He nodded his golden head. ‘Yes, sir, he is, sir,’ came the expected reply.


‘Point to him, please.’


The cherub lifted his inoffensive right hand and with a definite motion pointed at Alan.


Alan stood silently shaking his head as Benjamin Breely left the stand and walked through the crowd.


The cherub and the two Londoners then went to wherever those who have sold their souls go, and Finnigan in his final speech admirably argued that it hardly seemed sensible for a young man who was returning home to inherited wealth to kill a humble baker. But Benjamin Breely’s ‘proof’ still lived in all their memories. It took the better part of a day for the jury to deliberate. There were four men who tended to believe Alan but finally they succumbed to the evidence.


When they found him guilty, Alan was not surprised, although he had hoped for a miracle.


The judge coughed and moved uncomfortably on his chair. Twice more he coughed before, at last, he spoke. He had listened closely and concentrated earnestly for many days. ‘Alan Fletcher, you have been found guilty of murder and with this finding goes the death sentence. But due to your impeccable record in Her Majesty’s Navy and my own very complex feelings about this trial, I commute the death sentence to transportation for life to the colonies.’


This brought loud murmurs of opinion, and the voice that brought silence this time was the prisoner’s. At the sound of Alan’s voice, the room became still.


At the Southampton assizes in 1849 it was unheard of for a prisoner to speak after sentence and the whole congregation looked to Judge Netterville to silence him. It appeared for a moment as if he would, for he bent forward in his great oak chair and even lifted his hand palm upwards to the prisoner, but then he dropped it back on his bench, and for the only time in his life he allowed a sentenced man to speak.


Alan’s eyes passed over the people.


They were fascinated by this turn of events, spellbound, and all those who heard him remembered his words. They told the story many times during their lives and could always recall the look and sound of him.


Slowly, and in a voice almost devoid of emotion, he spoke. ‘That you have found me guilty does not make me so. I do not blame the jury or the judge for what has transpired. The liars did not flinch, and the evidence against me was powerful. You leave now to return to your homes. My cousin leaves now to return to mine! And I go . . . to a prison ship.’ Here he stopped speaking and looked directly at Abel. His cousin stood on the far side of the court transfixed, his hands clenching and unclenching just as they had throughout the trial. For the space of a second or two it seemed as if Alan might smile, then he said, ‘At least I need look on your face no more.’


People moved and whispered, but fell quiet when he spoke again.


‘There are good men here,’ and his eyes found Finnigan, and Commodore Trent and Mr Bader. ‘There are good men here who have been duped,’ and his eyes moved across the gathered people to the jury, to Judge Netterville. A hiatus followed as the crowd waited for his last words. ‘The others are not men!’ Then he turned his back on them, signalled to the guard, and left the dock.


Pandemonium broke out behind him.


It was said that Judge Netterville changed after the Fletcher trial. From that day at the Southampton assizes, it became apparent he had difficulty passing sentence on major crime. He no longer took satisfaction from his work; a year later, he retired from the Bench.


Alan was allowed to see his friends one final time.


It had been dark outside for hours when they met in a room lit by four wall candles in a wing of the courthouse. Finnigan took Alan’s hand and promised he would continue to search for the proof to set him free.


Alan shook his head. ‘Thank you, my true friend, but what is, is. I will be thousands of miles away in a few months and courts rarely change their minds.’


When he bade goodbye to Commodore Trent and Mr Bader, the old man’s eyes were wet and the naval officer was weighed down by his disappointment. He could only shake his head and say, ‘I’m sorry, Alan. It was a blasted, fraudulent sham, but they won.’


Even the policeman who came to take him away spoke sympathetically. ‘Sorry, matey, don’t seem right some’ow.’


Alan mustered a weary smile as he looked at the three faces he would never see again, then he shook their hands in turn and said a last goodbye.




CHAPTER TWO


‘When she had passed, it seemed like the ceasing of exquisite music.’


‘Evangeline’, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, 1807–1882.


January 1849.


Boston, New England.


In the failing light, a girl in matching blue bonnet and coat advanced along the snow-covered streets. She had remained on at school after classes to help make dolls to send with missionaries to the ‘starving heathens of Africa’, as her teacher, Miss Scrowcroft, called the eventual beneficiaries of their labour.


She hurried, hoping to arrive home before the darkness descended. The thought of the afternoon tea her sister Clare would have waiting for her brought a smile to her face. Once school was out, Clare had gone immediately home to take delivery of their two new dresses for the church concert on Sunday, and had promised to have a treat of fairy cakes and tea ready for her arrival.


She continued on her way by the South Congregational Church to Shawmut Avenue where the bitter wind brought her to a run. A hundred yards or so along the avenue she turned to cross an open lot which would bring her out close to her own home.


Her attention was taken by a small, soot-covered figure coming through the snow in the distance. She immediately recognised ‘Grimy’, as the little chimney sweep was known in the district. He was not an unusual sight, laden down with birch brooms and pail, for the tiny fellow cleaned most of the chimneys in and around this area. He worked with a team of boys all about eight or nine years old, for a man named Tartakoff who gave them room and lodging in return.


But today Grimy had other companions. He was scuttling along under his burden just ahead of a group of five or six warmly dressed boys. A few of the youths looked familiar; they were all around twelve, her own age, and one was definitely the son of their landlady, Mrs De Groot.


As she came closer, she realised that the boys were taunting Grimy. They often teased him and made jokes about him, it was part and parcel of being a chimney sweep, but this looked a lot more serious than that. Suddenly, she saw them push the little boy and he dropped his pail and some of his brooms. He turned bravely around to them and said something, at which they laughed and began to encircle him. The girl came to a halt, her face wrinkling with emotion for she knew Kenny De Groot was a bully, and it appeared his companions were no better.


There was jostling movement and then a cry of pain from Grimy. She saw him stumble and fall to the ground between them, letting go of the remainder of his brooms.


Forgotten were the fairy cakes and the tea; she was wholly occupied by this awful treatment of the little chimney sweep. She was unsure what to do; she looked around for an adult, but there was no one in sight. The tall trees on either side of the vacant ground gave it a lonely aspect.


Then Grimy cried out again and a determined expression came into her eyes. She hurried across the snow to the pack of boys. Their attention was on their sport; Grimy had been pulled to his feet and was being pushed around from one to the other. Then Kenny De Groot put out his foot and tripped him and immediately sat down on the tiny, protesting figure.


No one was aware of the girl’s arrival until she shouted, ‘Stop it! Stop it!’


The boys looked round in surprise, and Grimy, whose face was in the snow underneath Kenny De Groot, twisted his head to see who his benefactor was.


She dropped her satchel in the snow and pointed with her gloved hand at her landlady’s son. ‘Kenny De Groot, get off Grimy, immediately. How dare you!’


The other boys dropped away a little and Kenny, uncertain, shifted his weight, enabling the chimney sweep to extricate himself from underneath his bulk.


Kenny’s aggressive face clouded. ‘Eve Herman, mind your own business. Get away from here.’


‘Yeah,’ said one of the other boys, ‘you’re only a girl.’


There were rumbling sounds of animosity from one or two more but Eve did not waver although her heart was beating rapidly and she began to lose the confidence that had spurred her to help Grimy.


‘Leave him alone, you bullies,’ she answered, looking around their faces and meeting each of their eyes. She recognised one more boy and pointed at him. ‘Eli Stephens, you should be ashamed.’


Grimy, blood running from his lip, was now on his feet and Eve moved over to stand beside him. ‘Now, go away from here,’ she said, face to face with Kenny De Groot, ‘or else!’


‘Or else what?’ replied De Groot, running his eyes over her. ‘What’s he to you, anyway?’ And he pushed Grimy once more, so that the boy staggered backwards. Then he brought his chin forward belligerently at Eve. ‘What’s the soot-covered chimney snake mean to you, eh?’


Without thinking, Eve stepped between Kenny and Grimy and with as fierce a look as she could bring to her spirited brown eyes said, ‘Don’t you dare touch him again.’ She had no idea what she was going to do if Kenny did touch Grimy again, she was just trying desperately to bluff him. Her knees were shaking inside her long skirt as she shouted, ‘If you, Kenny De Groot, or any of you, dare touch him again, I shall . . . I shall report you.’ This was inspired. She had no conception of whom she would report them to, but the words served to baffle her listeners all the same. While they stood confused, she helped Grimy pick up his belongings and the two made their hurried departure across the snow together.


When they reached Shawmut Avenue and were out of sight of the boys, they halted in the waning light.


Grimy wiped his mouth. ‘Thanks, miss. I reckon I was done for if youse hadn’t come along.’


‘Why were they doing that to you, Grimy?’


‘Dunno. Guess they hates me.’


Eve stood staring at his small, pale face beneath the soot. ‘I’m so sorry they did that. Perhaps you should try to avoid them.’


Grimy managed a smile. ‘Won’t have to; me mum’s comin’ for me.’


‘Whatever do you mean?’


The child sniffed and gave her a long, penetrating look. Then, as if he decided she had passed his scrutiny, he explained in a voice incongruously adult coming from such a tiny soot-covered figure, ‘I’m not stayin’ with Mr Tartakoff. Me mum’s comin’ for me, Friday, noon-time, to take me to Noo York.’


Eve’s face broke into a happy smile. ‘Oh, I’m so pleased.’


‘Me too.’


Eve bent forward to him. ‘What’s your real name?’


‘Francis, me real name’s Francis.’


‘And mine’s Eve.’


Eve held out her hand. Francis took it. It was darkening around them as they stood there in the now falling snow, regarding each other.


‘Goodbye, then, Francis.’


The old, old child-eyes looked up into Eve’s. ‘Goodbye, then . . . Eve.’


A mile away from Shawmut Avenue, Ada Herman’s beautiful brown eyes lifted skywards. Her lashes were so long they touched her eyebrows.


She shivered. There would be another heavy snowfall any minute. The wind was icy and even through all the heavy layers she wore she could feel the chill in her bones. This was the coldest winter she ever recalled.


There was a mist out in Boston Harbor and intermittent sleet fell across her path as she hurried along. She avoided the dirty water lying in a pool near the Customs House and crossed the open ground at the edge of Milk Street where a few youths lounged in the biting wind. She hurried on past the row of stark, leafless trees to the bank of steps leading up to India Street. Lifting her skirts, she mounted them slowly until she reached the top where she stopped for breath, putting her gloved hand out to rest on the worn stone wall. These days she felt tired after any exertion, and climbing steps was the worst.


She shivered again and drew her cape more tightly round her. Then she began to cough, she coughed so hard that it hurt her throat. Feeling quite dizzy, she stood still for a minute or so to regain her equanimity.


The coughing was more regular these days; she had suffered a most dreadful bout this morning. She would not tell Phillip of course, he would only worry, for he loved her so. And her gowns were a little loose on her now, whereas she had filled them quite firmly the previous summer.


‘February is a bleak month, so very bleak,’ she thought as she leaned against the wall, and then for a few minutes came the recollection of another February; the February she had married Phillip. She had met him in August and married him six months later. In fact, she had met him not far from where she stood this very minute.


She had been on an errand and had come this way along the wharves, for she so loved the ships and the smell of the sea, always had, as long as she could remember. It had been high summer and the sea birds were making great circles in the air. As she neared Central Wharf, she saw her friend Tessie Moore at the entrance, talking to a handsome young man with fair, wavy hair and an auburn moustache. Tessie had been quite proprietorial. ‘Ada, this is my friend Phillip. Phillip Herman, meet Ada Farley.’


She recalled how poor Tessie’s face had dropped when Phillip had shown his admiration by bowing low over her hand and kissing it. The instant attraction had been obvious. It had been a swift courtship.


She smiled now as she thought of her wedding day and the rain and wind whipping up Chambers Street to St Joseph’s Church in the meadowlea, for she had not really seen the bleak weather that day. Even the grey waters of the Charles River had appeared blue to her. The sun had been shining in her heart, as it shone now when she thought of her husband.


Phillip was a trader, always had been, one way or another, and these days at last he was beginning to be successful. Boston was proving good to them, and for their two young daughters. For the first time they rented a real house instead of just rooms – well, half a house, anyway; the landlady, Mrs De Groot, lived at the back.


Phillip had grown up in Charleston, South Carolina, and they had gone there for a time after their marriage, and from there to Norfolk, Virginia, and from Norfolk to Baltimore and then New York, but nowhere had been kind to them and they had returned to Boston eighteen months ago. In her heart, Ada knew Phillip wanted to get away from Massachusetts again soon. He followed a dream. He believed in it, and she believed in him.


She wanted to stay strong for him and for her darling daughters, Evelyn May and Sarah Clare. She smiled as they came to her mind, their happy dark eyes like hers, their fair hair like Phillip’s. At last they were going to a proper school. They learned English language, arithmetic, Latin verbs, etiquette and elocution.


Her daughters were different to herself, she knew that. Impetuous, they were, both of them, and determined, perhaps too much so at times, but not wilful, no, they were not wilful. They were so alike in so much, and yet so opposite too. Clare was always singing and dancing, while Eve was more thoughtful, but they were both talented. They played piano too, and very well, for it was the one thing she had always remained firm about; in all their moves, she had taken her piano along.


Ada traversed India Street as the light waned. Just as she was about to cross over to India Wharf, she noticed an old Irish woman signalling to her from the entrance of an alleyway beside the Mariners’ Hotel. There were lots of Irish in Boston now; they were flooding in and had covered all of the old north end with workers’ housing. Many of their aged folk idled hereabouts, waiting in and near the passages leading from the docks. They usually had something trivial to sell, and it was best to ignore them. The old woman beckoning her was certainly tenacious lingering in this awful weather.


A wrinkled hand lifted out from under the well-worn cape as Ada passed by. She was two or three yards on when she heard the words, ‘Yeer lungs are bad, my pretty, aren’t they? And the cough gets worse, does it not? Ah, Matthis can tell these things, and Matthis can tell much much more and all. Wouldn’t ye like to know what Matthis can see, oh, so very clearly?’


Ada halted. She turned back. How could the woman know about her cough? She stood looking as the crone continued to wag her twisted fingers. ‘Off to meet yeer husband, eh? On the wharf is it, my pretty? Visiting a ship, eh?’


Ada took a hesitant step towards her, the uncertainty she felt showing clearly in her face. ‘Who are you?’


The ancient gaze lifted. The skin under the brows fell in so many layers the woman’s eyes were half closed. But what Ada could see was astonishing. The irises were almost yellow they were so bright, and the eyeballs were clear and white like a child’s might be. Ada’s breath drew in sharply with surprise.


‘Ha, ha, ha.’ The laugh was a phantom sound. ‘Who am I? I just told ye, Matthis. Matthis is who I am.’


‘What . . . do you want?’


She made the laughing sound again. ‘Only a few minutes of yeer time, my pretty. Not much to ask in this life.’


Ada felt very uncomfortable. She wanted to be away from this peculiar old woman, away to meet Phillip. But the ancient fascinated her.


‘Cross my palm, sweet thing, not with a great deal, just with enough. And Matthis will tell ye past and future and what ye desire to know.’


Ada did not move. She did not turn away and hasten on as most of her mind was telling her to do.


Matthis sighed. ‘Ah, my pretty, I must convince ye, eh? Then listen carefully. I am the seventh daughter of a seventh daughter. Do ye know what that signifies? Now, some say not so much as the seventh son of a seventh son, but I am living proof that they be wrong. I’ve had the unequalled gift since childhood, I have, and what Matthis sees is always true. Cross my palm with silver, pretty one, and I’ll tell ye what ye dearly want to know.’


Ada still did not move. It all seemed quite unreal, standing here in the cold, wan light with this insistent old crone trying to inveigle her into handing over money for a fortune-telling.


Matthis stretched out her hand and, taking Ada by the arm, moved her down the alley a few paces. A part of Ada was astonished that she was allowing this to happen.


‘In here, pretty one, come in out of the cold and learn things, just for a few coins.’


Ada found herself in a small, dingy room lit by five candles in chipped porcelain holders. They were arranged on a decrepit oak cabinet with highly polished hinges. It seemed strangely anomalous that the hinges should be brought to such a high shine on so feeble a piece of furniture. Above the cabinet hung a painting of a tiger and a bear in a black frame. The animals appeared to be fighting, but the more Ada looked, the more they seemed to be embracing. A fire burned in a grate behind a tiny occasional table covered with a many-coloured cloth. Two stools appeared to be the only seating. And there was an odd smell, not unpleasant, but odd.


‘Ah, my very pretty, sit, sit.’


Ada sat.


‘The money. Give Matthis the money.’


Suddenly, Ada felt it was all absurd. Or did she feel fear? She stood up and took out her small soft purse. She removed one cent and three half-cent coins, handed them to the Irishwoman, and turned to leave.


‘Charity I will accept, dearie, but don’t ye want to hear what will become of ye? And that husband ye have, yeer husband who moves ye from one place to another, regular-like, methinks.’


Ada turned back in amazement, her beautiful face pale. ‘How can you possibly know this?’


The old woman beckoned her, her eyes gleaming with a singular brightness in the melancholy light from the fire and candles. ‘I likes to air my gift. In fact, cannot help it, if the truth be spoken, but I have told ye all I can without help. I can only read so much from a body, my pretty. Now I needs help.’


Ada felt very peculiar. Slowly she came back and sat down.


The ancient shuffled a pack of worn cards. ‘Take one.’


Ada did so.


‘Take another.’


Ada took another.


‘Turn them up, my pretty.’


There was an ace of hearts and a two of spades.


‘Aah, now I see . . . yes, yes, quite clearly.’ She stopped speaking and smiled a worn smile. ‘Before I begin, I shall need another coin. Do ye have a silver one? I can see a lot more when I’m pleased, ye understand.’


Ada gave her the last coin in her purse, a silver half-dime. ‘It’s all I have.’


‘It is more than sufficient.’ The old face contorted into a genuinely happy smile showing wide gaps between long teeth. ‘Now, take three more cards.’


They were the nine of hearts, the three of clubs, and the king of clubs.


Matthis took up Ada’s soft, white, left hand in her gaunt and bony ones, and traced the lines with a long yellow fingernail. ‘You will travel far. You have travelled already, I can see. Take another card.’


Ada was absorbed in this mystery now; there was no thought of leaving. When she turned it up it was an eight of diamonds.


The bright yellow eyes concentrated. Then they left the card and met Ada’s young apprehensive ones.


‘As was clear to me when ye came towards me in the street, yeer health is not good. It is the coughing and the pain in the chest. Ye have good days and bad days. Yeer husband has been to see yeer doctor. There has been talk of a warmer climate between them.’


‘Really?’


‘I see two letters big and bright in yeer life, a P and I think an M . . . No! No, wait a bit. It’s an H.’


‘Yes, yes,’ replied Ada, ‘they are his initials, P.H., Phillip Herman, my husband.’


‘Certainly they are. Now, as ye came down India Street I was trying to concentrate on yeer own name but it was escaping me.’ There was a deep frown lodged among the confusion of creases in Matthis’s brow. She gave a grunt of concentration and shook her head. Then, looking up at Ada, abruptly asked, ‘What the devil is yeer name?’


‘Ada, Ada is my name.’


Matthis tapped with her misshapen middle finger on the eight of diamonds. ‘Then who is this Eve?’


‘Eve is my daughter.’


Matthis slapped her hands together. ‘Of course, of course, yeer daughter, and she be the eight of diamonds, ye see, my pretty. No, I don’t aspose ye do, but be that as it may, there she is on the table large as life, yeer daughter Eve.’ Matthis tapped again on the card. ‘And this Eve is a fiery young filly with a kind heart, I see. There’ll come a time when she’s a fine lady in silks and pearls. Diamonds too.’ She lifted the eight and rubbed it between her palms, caressing it, repeating, ‘There’ll come a time.’


She took a deep breath and the sound of the crackling, ghostly mirth came from her again. ‘Why, never since I’ve been using the gift have I seen so much money. Quite tickles my fancy, it do.’


‘Really? Money? Where? For us?’ Ada was excited now, completely involved in the ancient’s reading.


Matthis shook her head. ‘No, my pretty, I’m afraid not for ye, though don’t fret, for ye will have enough, enough. After ye have left Boston and gone away.’


‘And when will that be?’


Matthis took up the six cards that Ada had chosen from the pack. ‘Sooner than ye think. Take another.’


Ada was automatically following the commands. It was as if she were not in the real world. It was all fantastic, but she was convinced; she believed every word the old woman said, every word.


This time, Matthis took the card, a ten of clubs, added it to the other six she already held, shuffled them, and put them down face up in a line in front of her. She looked at them without speaking for some seconds.


‘What else can you see?’


‘Give Matthis yeer right hand.’


Ada did so and now could not restrain from asking the question that concerned her most: ‘How long do I have? Can you see that? How long have I yet to live?’


‘It is best ye do not know.’


‘Why?’ The young woman closed her eyes. ‘Is it so short a time?’


‘Listen, my pretty.’ Matthis raised her long scrawny hand close to Ada’s lovely face. Ada’s eyes opened and widened but she did not draw away. Matthis shook her forefinger to emphasise her words. ‘It is hard to see the length of one life exactly, even for those as gifted as Matthis, even for the seventh daughter of a seventh daughter, and what if I could see? Should I tell ye?’ She touched Ada’s dark curls in a brief, tender movement, then placed her hand back on the cards. ‘But I can tell ye this. Ye will leave Boston, and ye will live elsewhere, long enough to see a fine house built, of yeer own, and to sleep in a bed of fashioned mahogany when all about ye live in shacks and tents.’


‘Where . . . where is this place?’


‘Across the wide continent, though ye shall travel on the sea to get there. It be filled with hopeful men, hopeful of finding gold!’


‘Oh!’


Matthis was nodding to herself. She handed Ada back all the cards she had taken. ‘Now, return them to my well-used pack – it’s told many a heart what it desired to know – and for one last time I shall look into the future which surrounds yeer soul.’


Ada did as she was requested. Matthis mixed the cards once more. Ada’s heart was racing and a high colour had come to her neck and cheeks.


‘Take another.’


This time Ada reached into the pack and took out, for the second time, the eight of diamonds.


Matthis started slightly and her wrinkled mouth tightened. She shook her head and muttered, ‘Confusing me . . . confusing me . . .’


‘Why? What does it mean?’


‘Don’t like to be confused,’ Matthis whispered, the skin puckering into infinite furrows in her forehead. ‘Show me yeer palms, again.’


Ada did so and now she asked, ‘My little girls, can you see them? Do I live long enough to see my little daughters become adults?’


Matthis’s yellow eyes came up sharply to Ada’s face, her voice high-pitched and shrill. ‘Daughters! So that’s it. Plural. There is not one alone. Matthis was seeing only one, but there be two!’


‘Yes, I have—’


‘Quiet, quiet, let the gift work.’


Ada fell silent.


Matthis closed her eyes. ‘Ah, finally, I see. Yes, yes, there they are . . . behind ye, my pretty, clear as daylight now.’ She shook her head and grinned with real satisfaction. ‘Yeer daughters will travel much further than ye. Across the wide ocean, and one will travel oceans in multiple, though which girl I cannot say.’ She nodded her head again, eyes closed, and raised her bony fingers to her temple. ‘One will be loved by many, the other will be loved by few. In the few will be noble men and in the many will be ignoble.’


She fell silent. Ada dared not speak. She sat entranced, watching the flickering light make strange shadows on the time-worn face opposite.


The old woman did not open her eyes and now the words came slowly and were hardly above a whisper. ‘The one called Eve is overpowering. I do wonder why. I see the word “Father”, funny that. There is a marriage. But there are two men. Remarkable, outstanding men. Both powerful? No, I cannot clutch it. It passes, but there is a word, an important word. It starts with . . . M. It is of life importance to the one called Eve. It is difficult to decipher in the everlasting mists. Can I see it? Try, Matthis, try. M . . . A . . . Y . . . F . . .? Yes, that is right. It begins Mayf. But it fades, I am losing it. It’s gone.’


Matthis shook her head. ‘Finished.’ The movement was final, the reading had obviously ended. She opened her eyes and now to Ada’s amazement they were not bright at all. The irises seemed hazel and the eyeballs were no longer white, but like all very old eyes, dull and bloodshot.


‘Goodbye, Ada Herman.’ Once more Matthis reached out and touched Ada’s hair in the same, almost affectionate, movement of earlier. Then she rose in a jerky manner, inducing Ada to stand. Matthis propelled her expertly to the door, and Ada was highly conscious of the bony hand on her back. At the door, she thanked the old woman and there was the sound of the ghostly eccentric laughter again; then Ada was alone in the deserted alleyway.


It was night and the rain and sleet had given way to snowflakes. She hurried as fast as she could across the road to the wharf, her mind a blur of confused thoughts. The things Matthis had said about her daughters were fantastic. And the word, what was the word she had begun to spell? M A Y F. Whatever could it be? It appeared someday Eve and Clare would be going to a faraway land. And what of now? They were all going away again to a warmer climate.


She was not feeling the fierce cold as she hastened by the large well-lit central arch which graced the warehouses and she was oblivious of the six or seven Irish immigrant labourers who stopped their work to watch her pass, with her perfect skin and long dark hair trailing in curls over her shoulders underneath her headscarf.


Matthis had not told her how long she had left with her darling Phillip and her little girls, but she knew it was not a very long time.


When she came to the brig Ipswich, a two-masted square-rigged ship built in Baltimore twenty years before, it sat low in the water for it was almost fully loaded with the stores for its coming long voyage round the Horn. Slowly, she mounted the gangplank. At the top, before she stepped on deck, she halted for a minute in the bitter cold. She was breathing heavily.


‘There you are at last, my precious darlin’!’


She turned and her husband came striding towards her from a hatchway. Beside him came a good-looking gent in dark uniform, great mutton-chop whiskers framing his strong jaw.


‘Sweetheart, if I had realised it would turn so cold this afternoon, I would never have suggested that you meet me here,’ Phillip Herman said as he kissed her forehead in greeting and put his arm round her. ‘This is Captain Bernard Yorke, my wife Ada Herman.’


‘How d’you do, ma’rm. Pleased indeed to make your acquaintance. Terrible weather it is. It will be better, I hope, in forty-eight hours when we set sail.’


‘Yes, I hope so,’ Ada replied.


There was silence for a few moments, before the Captain asked, ‘Would you like to see over the ship, Mrs Herman? She’s a fine, seaworthy vessel, she is.’


Ada looked to Phillip. He nodded.


Ten minutes later, they were in the passengers’ accommodation.


‘And so you see, ma’rm, the cabins are quite roomy really, bein’ as we only have seven in all. We keep passengers to a minimum, you understand.’


Ada nodded. ‘Yes, they are quite nice, clean and painted colourfully.’


‘That they are,’ agreed the captain flicking his hand across the side of the bunk and checking for dust. ‘A body needs nice sleeping arrangements on a long journey, I always say.’


‘Well, thank you for showing my wife your ship, Captain Yorke.’


They ascended to the deck. Phillip nodded goodnight to the boatswain who stood further along the deck in the lantern light and moved his wife to the top of the gangplank.


‘Goodbye, Captain Yorke. I shall see you tomorrow.’


‘Aye, indeed, Mr Herman, we shall be here.’ The seaman took Ada’s hand. ‘’Bye for now then, Mrs Herman.’


Ada smiled goodbye and they descended to the wharf.


Phillip looked at his wife with concern. ‘Come, my darlin’, we must get a cabriolet, it is far too cold for you to be walking. You can wait inside Laskey’s corn store at the end of the wharf while I go and find a vehicle.’


While Ada sat on the tall stool inside Laskey’s she was deep in thought. Captain Yorke had told her the Ipswich sailed in forty-eight hours and both men had seemed very keen for her to see the passenger cabins. What had Matthis said? She would be leaving Boston sooner than she thought. Her heart began to beat a little more swiftly. Was this goodbye to Boston? Had Phillip organised a passage on the Ipswich without telling her?


When her husband returned, he bustled her across the footpath in the falling snow and into the cabriolet.


‘So, you liked the ship then, Ada, my love?’


‘Yes, Phillip, and I am aware it is important that I did so.’


He looked a little surprised. ‘What do you mean, love?’


‘We are going on it, aren’t we? No doubt everything is arranged. And you’ve done it without consulting me, haven’t you? Oh, Phillip, how could you?’


Phillip was disconcerted. He moved from where he sat opposite her and put his arm round her. She shook it off. He took up her hand. She removed it.


‘I see I am correct,’ she said abruptly.


‘Oh, Adee, I am sorry. I never wish to hurt you. Never. But, yes it is true, I am thinking of taking us on her.’


She looked accusingly. ‘Thinking of it? More like you’ve booked passage. Be honest, you have, haven’t you?’


His mouth drew down with guilt. ‘Oh, Adee, there I was supplying them with stores for the voyage and when I found out the destination, I was tempted. I began considering, and then planning, and before I knew it I was committed. And I’d not said a word to you.’


‘It’s California and the gold, isn’t it?’ his wife continued.


Now Phillip really was surprised. ‘Yes, love, that’s so. But don’t you see, my darlin’, it’s all for you. California is warm and the sun shines all the time. In truth, I believe your cough will disappear over there and you’ll be well again, and they say it will be a state by year’s end.’


Tears rose to her eyes and she looked away from him out the cabriolet’s window into the darkness and falling snowflakes.


‘Darlin’ Adee, don’t cry. I hate to see you cry. But I swear by all that is dear to me, I want to get you to the sunshine. I went to see Dr St James about you last week, love, and he said—’


‘Oh, I know all that,’ Ada answered as a tear welled over her lid.


‘You do?’ A puzzled frown creased his brow for a moment, and then he went on, ‘Sweetheart, I love you so. Please forgive me.’


She remained facing away from him, gazing out the window.


‘Well, the upshot is, darlin’, we’re supposed to leave on her when she sails.’ He took up her hand again and kissed it. She removed it quickly.


‘Adee, California is the place for us. Listen, dearest. It’s not for the gold we go, no. A trader can make a fortune supplying the diggers with necessities. We will have our own home at last. I shall be successful.’


‘It’s a fine speech you make, Phillip Herman, and I’ve heard it one way and another many times in the last fifteen years.’


‘Darlin’, I’m doing it for you, and the future of the girls, and I’m truly sorry I didn’t tell you.’ He took up her hand again, and this time she did not remove it.


Ada was thinking about all the things that Matthis had said. She was visualising the wrinkled face and the odd little room with its peculiar smell. Was there any point in resisting?


She turned to face her husband. He looked so remorseful. She loved him so much. ‘Phillip Herman, it all seems to be predestined anyway, settled long before you made the arrangements. So, I shall make no more fuss. I shall come with you.’


He had no idea what his beautiful wife meant, but he had heard her say she would come. He whooped with joy and hugged her to him.


She felt happy, happy because she had made him so.


When Ada and Phillip arrived at their home, Mrs De Groot was waiting in the front hall, large arms folded across her breast, looking down her nose at them. There had been some trouble between her son Kenny and Eve, she informed them. She had not ‘got to the bottom of it yet’, but it appeared Eve had meddled in the boy’s affairs. Perhaps they could ‘have a word with Eve’, for Kenny had said she had acted in ‘a bossy and unladylike manner’. She paused briefly giving Phillip an opportunity to respond.


‘Mrs De Groot, we will speak to Eve. And as for any trouble with Kenny, don’t concern yourself over it for we are leaving this house, for ever, the day after tomorrow.’ Holding Ada’s arm, he moved her quickly past the landlady to the staircase. ‘And as I’m sure you will appreciate, we must begin packing immediately.’


Mrs De Groot was so surprised she actually allowed them to climb the stairs without answering.


Ada and Phillip found their daughters in the music room and when they asked Eve for an explanation of the events with Kenny De Groot, she told them what had happened. ‘Kenny and the boys were so cruel, and there was no one but me there to do anything about it.’


Phillip drew Eve into his embrace. ‘All right, darlin’, it seems Mrs De Groot has been given a different version of the events. You acted properly and did right to defend the child. We are very, very proud of you.’ Then Phillip held out his arm and brought his other daughter to his side as he smiled first at Ada and then back to the sisters. ‘And you can forget Kenny and Mrs De Groot, for we’re going on a ship south round the Horn. We shall see the exotic West Indies and South American and people of different races, and life will be bright and new and meaningful. Our destination is California where the gold is!’


As her father spoke a shiver of excitement tingled through Eve. How wonderful it would be to sail south round the ‘Horn’, as her father had called it; to see unusual people and places. They were going to the goldfields. Her eyes brightened with enthusiasm and an eager smile broke across her mouth.


In contrast, Clare’s mouth drew down unhappily, and when her father finished she spoke her thoughts. ‘Oh no, that means we won’t go to the concert on Sunday. There’ll be no singing and dancing and we won’t be able to wear our beautiful new dresses.’


Eve turned to her with an expression of delight in her eyes. ‘But we shall be on a ship, out at sea, having a wonderful adventure. That will be much better than a concert, don’t you see?’


Phillip took Clare’s hand. ‘Yes, my little darlin’, our Eve is right. You’ll like it. There will be lots of things, so much fun, so different and new.’ His eyes found Ada’s. ‘In fact, I think we’ll all enjoy it.’


Clare, capricious and quickly convinced, brightened visibly. ‘I suppose you’re right, Daddy.’ Her pretty round eyes left her father and looked pleadingly at her mother. ‘But what about our new dresses? Can we wear them on the ship, Mother? Can we?’


‘I’m sure you can,’ Ada smiled.


For a moment Clare hesitated, then abruptly she laughed and pulled her sister over beside her to dance round the room. ‘We’re going to sea, we’re going to sea,’ they sang excitedly, their golden curls flying.




CHAPTER THREE


‘Have mercy upon us, miserable offenders.’


The Book of Common Prayer, General Confession.


Alan awoke to the sound of creaking timbers. He could hear the familiar lapping of water against the ship’s side and for some seconds he felt content. Then he remembered where he was. Aboard the convict ship Mount Stewart Elphinstone at anchor in Cork Harbour, Ireland.


Immediately his senses were assailed by the stench of bodies.


Besides the foul odours of closely packed humanity came a whole series of other smells. The smell of the bilge – he was used to that; eleven years at sea had hardened his nose to that one, there it was, insidiously pervading; but there were others that left him uncertain. Was that the stink of rats? Once, years ago, the rats had become so bad on HMS Falcon that he had been able to smell them. In these insanitary conditions, it probably was rats.


He opened his eyes and then immediately wished he had not.


The rows of tiny wooden bunks that reached from floor to ceiling were filled with all manner of dishevelled, disreputable-looking men. A game of pitch and toss was in progress a few feet away and more sat in rings on the decking, playing cards. The only paper they had been issued with were religious books. Every eight prisoners had been given two Books of Common Prayer, two Books of Psalms and a copy of the New Testament, while a single Bible had been supplied for every sixteen men. Yet cards had appeared even before they had reached Cork.


The night they had boarded, they were given a lecture on the ‘evils of idleness’ by the surgeon-superintendent, Mr George Mocksey, the man responsible for the convicts. He had waved his arm across the prisoners gathered in the stern of the ship below him, his large, heavy face settling in severe lines.


‘Now, all of you listen and listen carefully. This is not my maiden voyage so I have the advantage on all of you, in every way. There are a few things you should know and heed. You are accountable to me until I land you at our destination, and you will follow my rules. There will be no trafficking of spirits or food. I will not tolerate movement between cots after lights out. There will be no buggery on my ship! And let it be here understood that there will be no compromise. It’s fifty lashes apiece for any who attempt the like.’


He turned slightly to look sidelong at his assistant, a young, handsome man in his twenties standing at attention beside him, then his eyes came back to the prisoners and he leaned forward, his pale hands gripping the railing of the deck above them. ‘We head for New South Wales, though I cannot tell you what part of that colony you will disembark. Reform is possible on the long journey ahead. I hope there are those who will see the voyage as an opportunity. Read your Bible, attend the classes that are made available, foster no evil thoughts and remember that every one of you, to a man, is here to pay his debt to the society he wronged.’


Alan recalled Mr Mocksey’s words as he moved on his bunk and watched those about him. There were all manner of thieves and robbers – poachers, burglars, pickpockets, smugglers – as well as vagrants, kidnappers, rapists. The surgeon was an optimist! These were the scruffiest, filthiest men he had ever encountered. All his years in the Navy had not prepared him for them. As they set sail that first night, the hold had echoed with lewd songs, and from Spithead to Cork, he hardly spoke. When he did, those of his companions who were not ill were quick to notice his educated accent and rough jokes were made about him.


Most of them had been brought on board on 30 May, the day before they sailed from Spithead. Many of the prisoners had never been to sea. Some, from places like Stepney, Poplar and Soho in London, had never ‘seen’ the sea. Sea-sickness was rife.


The ship, a vessel built in Bombay in 1826, though large and heavy working was as speedy and seaworthy as many in Her Majesty’s Navy. Nevertheless, the winds were high and she rolled a little when she crossed St George’s Channel. To Alan, it was relatively smooth but most of those about him ailed loudly. When they anchored in Cork Harbour and their ranks grew by seventy Irish convicts, it was obvious to Alan the ventilation would be inadequate if ever any of the hatches had to be closed.


The prison complement on this ship was made up of ‘exiles’ and transported convicts. Of the two hundred and thirty-two men, one hundred and twenty were exiles – prisoners who had served part of their sentences in Great Britain and, on condition of deportation, would work as free men for a master after arrival in the colony. Yet, there was not a man here, exile or not, who looked forward to the future. The great majority left family of some kind behind with no hope of ever seeing them again. The faces that Alan looked into were those of despair.


Thank God they were not ironed. One of the prisoners had shouted to the entire ‘between decks’ that when his father had been shipped out twenty years before, they had been ironed for the whole voyage! How did they live through it?


They had been in Cork three days and now, once more, they were to set sail. How he wished he were above – where he belonged. He prayed for numbness, repressing a desire to scream. He did not belong here. These men were hostile, barbarous. He was a ‘lifer’ and it was wrong, all wrong. For the first time since the appalling events in the Southampton lane, Alan Fletcher was feeling sorry for himself.


Each day, they were sent on deck for recreation in three divisions. When the weather was fair, they were allowed fresh air for two hours, twice a day. Sometimes they were put to work, scrubbing and holystoning the decks or scraping and swabbing, but much of their time was free. They were encouraged to sing and dance and to take classes, but convicts have no mind to learn and this last suggestion died a natural death.


Each morning, water in buckets was thrown over them and twice weekly they carried the bottom boards of their berths on deck and washed them with salt water. Fortnightly, the convict contingent in its entirety was brought above and the prison fumigated. Still, it was impossible to keep between decks clean and even with the methodical efforts of the surgeon-superintendent and his assistant, the prison hold stank with the multitude of smells made by two hundred and thirty-two imprisoned men. Thus, the hours of the day most longed for were the intervals spent on deck.


As the days rolled into steady, dull repetition, Alan drew himself back to reality and made himself adapt.


It was during the respite above decks that he noticed himself being watched by a small, middle-aged, Irish convict. He was easily the oldest prisoner on board, the average age being twenty-six. Daniel Dwyer did not interfere with Alan’s solitude until a week after they departed Tenerife.


The ship was entering the tropics and the sea air was glorious above, while below it was stifling, for the air lay heavy and lifeless in the hold where even the pitch in the seams of the ship was softening in the heat. Every man lived even more now for the relief of the few hours above. The early company had come up from the hold at six o’clock in the morning, immediately after breakfast, which was cooked on deck and then brought below by those convicts designated as cooks. It was a gleaming morning and the line of prisoners stretched in a circle round the deck were having a shave and a haircut. The shave was a weekly event, the haircut fortnightly. As each man’s turn was completed, he was released to wander freely. Alan found a spot as remote from his comrades as possible and sat staring to windward. He was interested in the course the ship was taking. Daily it was becoming more evident to him that the Mount Stewart Elphinstone was not set for Rio, the Falklands and the Horn, but was headed south-south-east towards Cape Town.


He breathed deeply, picturing himself on the Coral Regis. He was staring at the horizon when a shadow fell across him. He looked up to see two of the prisoners about to sit down. There was no restriction on conversation as long as the numbers did not become too large, and many of the men stayed in clan-like groups. Usually, if a man sat near Alan, he would turn away, and reply monosyllabically if spoken to, but this morning as these two men bent to sit beside him, he stood to leave. He found them particularly obnoxious. One was Thadius Boucher, a London thug being transported for kidnapping, and the other, Paul Cratten, a one-eyed, illiterate thief from the streets of Manchester. Both had made their presence felt and several men were already in fear of them. The London ruffian, though not tall, was powerfully built, a massive man. He barred the way as Alan stood.


‘And why would ye be movin’ away, Fletcher?’


Alan looked steadily in his eyes. ‘I don’t like the air up here when it becomes infested with the stench from below.’


‘What does that mean, ye bastard? Are ye insultin’ us?’ He looked to Cratten, whose mean face was blank though he moved intimidatingly closer.


The Londoner took Alan’s wrist in his right hand. His eyes were full of menace as he brought his flat, ugly face closer. ‘Listen, Mr ’Igh an’ Mighty, I’ve bin noticin’ ’ow none of us are good enough for ye. Well, I’ll be changin’ yer uppity face for ye. Yeah, I’ll do for ye, I will, one night when ye be asleep!’ He made a sinister sound between missing teeth and began to twist Alan’s arm.


Suddenly, there was a lilting Irish voice from behind. ‘Be much more likely he’ll do for you, Thadius Boucher. I wouldn’t be meddling with a lifer now. He’s probably murdered the likes of you!’


It was the middle-aged Irishman speaking. How did he know Alan was a lifer? No mention of their crimes had ever been made, unless it was by themselves, and Alan had never spoken about himself to anyone.


The big villain’s eyes narrowed with interest, perhaps even with admiration. He did not move out of Alan’s way but he released his wrist. ‘Well now, we might just be preferrin’ it ’ere without the likes of ye anyway, Mr bloody ’Igh an’ Mighty.’


Alan moved round him and the Irishman fell immediately in step with him.


‘How the devil did you know that?’ Alan questioned, once they were out of earshot.


‘Know what?’


‘That I was a lifer?’


The small man looked up at Alan. ‘Ah, I must confess that a few days out of Cork Harbour I overheard the sergeant of the guard say as ye were one, and by our Lord Jesus I didn’t think you had the appearance for it at all. Still don’t. But it needed to be told to those two bullies, for lifers get respect in this company, and they’ll not rush to intimidate you again. And they’ll leave me be as well, for now they’ll regard me as your friend.’ Then he smiled a huge smile; his mouth was wide and generous and the proportions of it seemed to reach his ears. ‘You see, I’ve watched you a bit. I notice how you remain aloof and I’m thinking you have a story to tell!’


‘And I’ll be certain you have too,’ countered Alan.


‘Yes, well, there you are, and if you like, I’ll tell you mine first.’


‘All right, if you must, though I would rather not hear it.’


The Irishman stopped walking suddenly and Alan turned to him. There was a serious expression pulling the corners of the older man’s mouth down.


‘Now look, young man. There are precious few aboard as I’d want to be knowing well. But you are different. I remarked it as soon as I looked into these eyes of yours. A man’s going to need friends before this voyage is over. It’s time you faced whatever it is you cannot face.’ He took a deep breath. ‘So, you had best be coming down to earth from wherever it is you’ve been since you boarded this ship.’


For some seconds, Alan stood gazing down at the man. He had said what was true, of course, although Alan had been loath to admit it. He had been resisting the fact that he was here on this prison transport somewhere off the coast of West Africa. He was resisting being a convict among all these convicts on the way to New South Wales. He was fighting reality, he who had taken the injustice of a life sentence and had said to Finnigan, ‘What is, is.’


The eyes looking up at his were concerned, even friendly.


Abruptly, he held out his hand. ‘I am Alan Fletcher,’ he said. ‘And yes, I will tell you my story although I do not think you will believe me.’


The Irishman took Alan’s hand in both of his. ‘I’m Daniel Dwyer and I’ll believe you, lad, for I know you’ll be telling me the truth.’


They sat at the bottom of the mainbrace on the recently holystoned deck and Daniel began. Instinctively he told Alan the whole truth and instinctively Alan knew he spoke from his soul.


Daniel Sean Dwyer had been brought up the eldest son of a master builder in Killorglin, County Kerry. He had gone to Dublin College and when he was twenty-one had entered a firm of architects. He learned quickly and his main field of work had been the restoration of churches. He was over thirty when he married Audrey McAllister, a quiet country girl whom he worshipped, and shortly afterwards, with the money left him on his father’s death, had begun his own business. He returned to County Kerry, to Tralee, where he employed his brothers who had followed in his father’s footsteps, and for many years he had prospered as an architect-builder.


He and Audrey had been married for twelve years before she fell with child at the advanced age of thirty-six. She died in childbirth. ‘She was me darlin’ colleen, Audrey was, and life was never the same without her.’


Daniel began to drink and the business began to suffer. There were lean years and when the great famine saw the people of Ireland starving and dying, his business collapsed. When his last brother left him to go back to the family in Killorglin, Daniel in desperation did what so many have been tempted to do. He forged some cheques. They were not for enormous sums, just for enough to have him transported for seven years.


‘So, there you see, Alan Fletcher, I’m fifty-five years of age and not smart enough but to be doing something unlawful.’


At that moment, the sergeant of the guard’s voice sounded. ‘All right, time’s up! Step lively! All muster here!’


‘Shall we continue our conversation below, lad?’


Alan nodded. ‘I’ll come to you.’


On Daniel’s bunk they passed the hours. It was the first of many such days on the voyage. Alan told Daniel all that had happened to him and at times throughout his narrative the older man would shake his head sympathetically. When Alan recounted the trial and the false evidence of the cherub, Daniel simply closed his eyes and sighed. And when he came at last to where he had spoken out to the courtroom after being sentenced, Daniel exclaimed, ‘You did right, Alan, you did right!’


When he completed his tale, Alan sat looking at his new friend. It had been a strain, but now he felt lightened by the telling, and was glad he had done so.


Then Daniel moved closer and took his hand and patted it slowly as he spoke. It was a fatherly gesture and Alan did not remove it for he was somewhat comforted by the older man’s touch.


‘Well, Alan, I don’t doubt a single word. The minute I laid eyes on you, I could see there was something terribly awry for such as you to be on this ship. Don’t know why the damn fool judge and jury couldn’t see it. Nevertheless, it’s fact. You are here and I am here and nobody else!’


‘Yes,’ answered Alan, ‘and it is a miracle to have found you aboard.’


Daniel smiled widely and his face seemed to disappear beneath it. Later, he grew serious. ‘So, you are the son of an English landowner? Well, there are many of my countrymen as would say I should not be speaking to the likes of you, let alone befriend you. But they are not here and I am. Circumstances change perspective, eh?’


Alan, too, looked grave. ‘Yes, Daniel. There are problems in Ireland right enough and the absentee landlords don’t help. I believe Home Rule is the answer, though that, no doubt, is a condition Irishmen themselves will not agree upon. Your values, religious and other, differ mightily all over the Emerald Isle.’


‘Aye, that is the truth,’ the older man agreed. Then he shook his head sadly. ‘My poor, dear country! The inconclusive warfare between Catholic and Protestant and landlord and tenant, and tenant and sub-tenant has been going on, never ending, for hundreds of years. Feuds continue in my land where those fighting have forgotten why it started!’ He sighed. ‘So I am Catholic Irish and you are Protestant English, but those are mere words. And perhaps all the more reason that we be friends?’


Alan looked into Daniel’s eyes and the two truly saw each other. ‘Yes, Daniel, and we will be.’


As the days passed, the deep and abiding caring that was to endure for the rest of Daniel’s life was cemented.


The Mount Stewart Elphinstone arrived in Table Bay nine weeks after departing Spithead. She had made swift passage and in the ninth week had logged three splendid daily distances, all close to two hundred miles.


As the sun set and night fell, the lights of Cape Town and its twenty thousand souls shimmered in the distance across the black water; and at dawn, the watch could see the glow on the rooftops nestling at the feet of the flat-topped mountain that gave the bay its name. It was August and the ship had sailed from summer into the winter of the southern hemisphere. There was a stale chill and damp below decks now, where before there had been heat and perspiration. After sojourning briefly in this outpost of the Empire, they weighed anchor with the evening tide on the third day while the weather was equable. They rounded the Cape of Good Hope and twenty miles later passed to the south of Cape Agulhas. In front of them lay the Southern Ocean and their straight course for New South Wales. For two weeks they sailed with the wind.


Alan first noticed the change in the weather after the evening meal. He was on Daniel’s bunk talking, as was their habit until ‘lights out’. Two youths had the berths opposite and above and they also were in the conversation. These young men had begun their days in the ‘Rookery’ of St Giles, one of the labyrinthian confusions of sordidness north of the Strand in London, a home for thieves, prostitutes and worse. Nicknamed Swiftie and Lawless, their real names, Jonathan Lochran and Arnold Drake, were used only at roll call. They both had been professional pickpockets. ‘I used to be a cadger before I turned professional,’ was how Swiftie put it when introducing himself. He was seventeen and Lawless had recently turned twenty-three. Lawless had been one of five children brought up by his mother to steal. His earliest memories were of being taught to pilfer from coat pockets and handbags. Both young men had taken a strong liking to Alan. They called him ‘guv’nor’ and would linger in his company. The way he spoke enchanted them.


It was always stuffy below decks even in the winter temperatures, but earlier Alan had noticed an intangible change in the air, and he could feel the gradual reduction in the humidity.


‘I think the glass will be dropping,’ he said softly to Daniel.


‘What does that mean, guv’nor?’ asked Swiftie leaning across towards him. ‘What’s the “glass droppin’ ”?’


Alan turned to face him. The boy’s cheeky, too thin, grey face peered across the space between the bunks.


‘Swiftie, the glass is a term for the barometer. It is an instrument, a long glass filled with mercury, which measures the atmosphere. When the mercury drops it indicates a change in the weather.’


‘Cor,’ replied Swiftie. ‘What does “in . . . indicet” mean?’


‘Indicate,’ corrected Daniel from where he lay. ‘It means “shows”.’


‘Ah!’ observed the youth.


‘So ye think there’s to be a change in the weather, do ye, guv’nor?’ questioned Lawless, not to be left out of the exchange.


‘Yes, Lawless.’


‘How is it ye know such things? How can ye tell?’


‘If you had been to sea as many times as I have, lad, you would be able to tell too. And I’m afraid the change is not a pleasant one.’


‘Bloody hell!’ commented the youth.


For the next hour or so, nothing altered greatly. Then the batch of prisoners who had been exercising above came below complaining loudly at the curtailment of their recreation.


On the deck above, there was the scurry and hustle of movement that Alan recognised as preparation for a storm. He could imagine the sailors working to bring in the canvas. He could picture them reefing the maintopsail, shortening sail and dropping rope to the deck as the ship began to bow before the increasing wind. Vibrations reached the prison hold as the hands moved heavily across the planking. Things began to slide and bump as the ocean swelled in the wind.


‘Now, lads,’ Alan said to those about him, ‘when the storm hits, it may last a long time, even days. During the worst of it, the ship will be thrown about, but do not be tempted to leave your bunks. Take a good firm hold with your hands and feet, and brace yourselves – and stay there.’


The rain started to fall heavily, blown on the rising wind. As the spray and rain increased, it came into the hold. The hatches were not battened down immediately and so much water was taken in that the bedding was drenched on the bunks near the opening and water ran freely. Finally, orders were given to close the hatches. The hold, though cold and damp, now became unbearably fetid. The night was ghastly. The force of the wind rose and the ship began to pitch and toss. The waves ran higher than the yardarms as the vessel laboured ponderously against them. Men screamed and retched, cursed and vomited and the pessimists hurled their certainty of destruction back and forth. Everything movable rushed around and even lifted from the floor.


When there was a brief lull in the din, Swiftie’s frightened voice sounded across the darkness. ‘Have ye ever been in a gale as bad as this, guv’nor?’


‘Yes,’ shouted Alan, ‘and I’m sorry to say, lad, it is far from over.’


‘Oh Gawd!’


‘Take no notice of the others,’ Alan continued above the clamour, ‘for as you see, I am still here, just as you will be when it’s over.’


The wailing was long and intense, and though this night was to prove the worst, Alan’s prediction was right; the gale lasted. The ship, fighting the wind, continued to pitch viciously and somewhere a man kept calling that his arm was broken.


Why don’t they let her run before it? Furl the foretopsail and yield to it! All hands must be at the pumps. The wind is so violent it must be pushing the white tops of the waves to many feet above the ship’s side. She shuddered under the impact as she continued to take the relentless blows. Soon she must lose spars and sail, if she had not already.


Up above, the helm was lashed and all available hands worked the pumps. The Mount Stewart Elphinstone was a sturdy vessel, six hundred and eleven tons, making her third trip from England to New South Wales and had indeed hit turbulent seas before, but this was a powerful wind and now her frailties appeared. She began to lean and stay down for interminable periods.


The noise above decks from the sea and the wind was ear-splitting. The noise below decks from the convicts’ cries was worse.


Alan, conscious of the fight the ship was having, knew she was spending too much time over on her side. With this battering, her seams must be opening and closing like the mouth of a chattering monkey. Why is the master fighting it? She cannot take much more.


When it seemed she would lean and stay down for ever, Alan felt her turn. Good man! At last! At last!


Now, finally, the ship began to have rhythm in her dives. The vicious plunging up and down became an unsteady rising and falling. They had brought her to, and she was running before it. No doubt she would be many a league off course when the storm abated, but she would not be at the bottom of the ocean as Alan had been beginning to fear.


The Mount Stewart Elphinstone ran before the gale for six long, hellish days, while the prisoners locked in foul blackness existed as best they could. Food was brought along the gangways and dumped inside the hold by the soldiers, and the convicts fended for themselves. When at last the wind moderated and a modicum of comfort returned to the motion of the ship, she was many miles off her course. Ultimately, the guard came to open the hatches. Up rose the stench from the vomit and excreta below like a solid wall in the faces of those who released the openings. To a man, they turned away and retched in the scuppers.


All the convicts looked haggard and ill, their eyes enlarged in their gaunt and wasted faces. After the surgeon and his assistant examined the two hundred and thirty-two men in the hold, fifty were declared too ill to move from their bunks. Seven had concussion, three had fractured wrists, two had broken fingers, two had broken arms, one a broken ankle, and one a dislocated hip. Seventeen had swollen joints from various sprains. Two hundred and thirty-one had bruises, black eyes, cuts and lumps. And one was dead.


Alan was the least injured of them all. With his expertise, he had braced himself properly during the worst of the storm, and though he had felt fiercely ill during most of it, had only a few bruises and cuts to show.


Of the little band of Alan, Daniel, Swiftie and Lawless, the youths were the worst. Both had been violently seasick and Swiftie had cut his head badly on the side of his bunk. Lawless had been thrown from his and it was he who had dislocated his hip. Daniel was ministering to them as best he could, and although in time Lawless’s hip would mend, ever afterwards he was to be slightly lame.


The hold was cleaned in cursory fashion by the convicts who could walk and then they were all mustered on deck. They were deep in the Southern Ocean now, and the light wind carried sleet in it. Wrapped in blankets, the felons crowded aft, while amidships stood the soldiers and their wives and children who were accompanying them to New South Wales. Further forward gathered the sailors. They all listened while prayers were held giving thanks for survival.


As prayers ended and the sailors, soldiers and their families dispersed, the commander of the guard gestured to the sergeant who called the convicts to order. ‘Silence for the first mate, Mr Connah.’


He stood on the quarterdeck looking down at the motley gathering crowded in the stern. ‘We have all come through a bad gale. Thanks be to the Lord for our deliverance. The result? We are many leagues off course. The master is presently calculating the distance. Until this is rectified, provisions and water will be restricted. From tomorrow, each prisoner will go on to half rations.’


Groans and grumbles met the news.


‘Quiet now, no complaints! Sergeant, take them below!’


Since the beginning of the voyage they had been divided into ‘messes’ of six men. Each mess was apportioned weekly, receiving measures of bread, flour, beef, pork, rice, boiled peas, butter, suet, raisins, oatmeal, sugar, vinegar and lime juice. Alan had found the rationing fair and as good as that in many a ship in Her Majesty’s Navy. But half rations were another matter.


When they were all once more in the hold, they were set to work cleaning it thoroughly and for the next few hours there was too much to do for any of them to vent their anger, but when night fell, the unhappy rumblings of the day gave way to the rise of temper and discontent. As the night passed, the more obstructive prisoners vented their spleen on those about them and a number of fist fights broke out. Next morning, even though there was still grumbling and discord, all seemed calmer. It was late that afternoon when Alan sensed that something more was awry.


He and Daniel had been taking turns to nurse Swiftie and Lawless. The worst of the cases had been taken to the ship’s hospital, but it was so full, the less injured had to remain in their bunks.


Once, while Alan was dabbing Swiftie’s hot head with a wet rag, the boy had looked up, his eyes glassy in his pale, exhausted face, and said, ‘Thanks for lookin’ after us, guv. Just like a real mum, ye be.’ A weak grin covered his features.


Daniel, who sat leaning on one end of his bunk across from the boy, asked quietly, ‘Tell us, Swiftie lad, where is your mum and all? Does she know her son is a prisoner of Her Majesty?’


Swiftie shook his head. ‘Never had one. Not as I recall.’ Then his tone took on faint derision as if Daniel should know better. ‘Lots of us in the Rookery never had a mum.’


‘Too right,’ commented Lawless from where he lay, ‘and those of us what did could’ve done without her.’


At that moment, Alan lifted his eyes and noted a group of men in a huddle. Although they appeared to be playing cards, it was the particular individuals that drew his attention. Thadius Boucher’s arm was round a Surrey poacher, Samuel Cooper. On the far side of Cooper was Paul Cratten and next to him was another thief and troublemaker, ‘Gaffer’ Gordon. The other two were Davey Keating from Dublin and Luke Talbot, the only other lifer, who enjoyed telling how he had bashed two policemen so badly in a riot that later they had died. These were the most feared men between decks and it augured ill that they had their heads together. After ten minutes or so, the villainous group broke up. Over the next twenty-four hours, Alan observed the same six men together again. And during the burial of the poor devil who had died, he noticed them in company once more.


Alan had now guessed what these men were planning. Therefore it was no real surprise, as he lay on his bunk that night, to feel a tap on his foot and to open his eyes to find Boucher and Talbot looking at him. Boucher put his heavy hand to his mouth and in conspiratorial fashion said, ‘We’d like a word with ye, Fletcher, private like!’


‘And where do you propose we go for privacy?’


Talbot beckoned ‘Over ’ere.’


The eternal card games were taking place in the corridors between the beds, which left a number of cots unoccupied. Boucher and Talbot led Alan to an empty spot against the bulwark.


Alan spoke first. ‘Well, what’s so important?’


‘We’ve ’ad enough. We’re gonna do sommat about it,’ began Boucher.


Talbot nodded. ‘Those bastards! Half rations!’ He spat on the floor. ‘Didn’t hear nothin’ about them goin’ on half rations, did we?’ Then he lowered his voice. ‘We reckon we can take it – the ship.’


Alan kept silent, and Talbot continued, ‘There be twenty of us in it definite. We’ll recruit more just ’afore we mutiny. Most o’ the real cons will join wiv us. Cratten and Keating ’ave talked to a few of the exiles and they be for it as well. But ye . . . well, we’d like ye in wiv us. Ye be real popular with them young uns, they’ll com’ easy if ye be wiv us. Besides, ye’ve nothin’ to lose, ye bein’ a lifer like mesel’.’


‘And how do you intend to seize her?’


‘In the wee hours when the guards be less and the ship’s asleep,’ answered Boucher. ‘And we be bound on takin’ ’er the night after tomorrow. That be Friday. Them soldiers gets drunker Friday night than any other, eh?’


Talbot grinned. He put his big paw confidentially on Alan’s shoulder. ‘We’ll get rid o’ the master an’ Mocksey an’ them officers. Then we puts the rest of ’em ashore at the first point o’ land. After that we’ll be free!’


‘Free to be pirates, if you get away with it,’ Alan answered softly. ‘And what do you mean by “get rid of the officers”?’


‘Get rid of ’em, see,’ said Boucher, drawing his finger across his throat.


‘It’s not a simple thing to take a ship. Not without guns and weapons.’


‘We’ll soon ’ave those,’ answered Boucher.


Alan looked sceptical. ‘Perhaps you should think on this a little longer. So we’re on half rations, but we haven’t been ironed, and they’ve been light on the lash. But if you mutiny and it fails . . .’


Talbot shook his head. ‘By Christ, we won’t bloody fail.’


Alan’s expression did not change. ‘And the women and children?’


A lascivious grin widened Boucher’s mouth, and Talbot pursed his lips. ‘Well, some of us be for takin’ the women along wie us.’


Alan looked from one to the other. ‘But they’re the soldiers’ wives.’


Talbot smiled. ‘So?’


Alan thought for a second or two before he spoke again. ‘I ask you to take this into account. There have been only a few successful mutinies in the entire history of the Navy. There has been only one successful mutiny on board a convict ship. That was fifty years ago and it was carried off by the blasted guard, not the convicts. Tell me, what separates your mutiny from all the failures of the past?’


Boucher spat on the back of his hand. ‘Look, ye bastard, we’re goin’ ta do it! Ye’ll not be frightenin’ us wie all that stuff. Now are ye wie us?’


Alan shook his head. ‘The soldiers are armed, you fools. Whether they’re drunk or not, they’re military men, used to fighting. Water surrounds us. You cannot get away. They’ll have you trapped and—’


‘Christ sake,’ interrupted Boucher angrily, ‘are ye wie us or agin us?’


‘I don’t think you have a chance. Ask me again when we’re on dry land.’


Talbot’s face clouded. ‘Are ye sayin’ ye’ll not join wiv us?’


‘I’m saying I will not join you.’


‘Bloody coward!’ said Boucher, his voice rising.


‘Shaddup, Boucher!’ snapped Talbot. He tapped Alan on the chest. ‘It’s wrong of ye not to throw in wiv us. Ye’ll be sorry. Just keep out of the way an’ don’t interfere. An’ don’t say nothin’.’


‘Certainly.’ Alan turned from them and went back to his bunk. He desired to be free as much as any man on board. He had been given a life sentence, from which there was no release. Lifers did not get their sentences reduced. But mutiny was not the way. He would have to wait until the voyage was over, then he would watch for his time to escape. He could not, would not, live his life in subjection when he had committed no crime.


The next day during recreation on deck the mutineers made one last approach to Alan. This time it was Cratten and Samuel Cooper. The thief stood silently watching him with his single bloodshot eye, while Cooper asked if Alan would not reconsider. When he verified that he would not, the poacher paid what was as close to a compliment as he could come. ‘I’m sorry ye won’t come along with us, man. I reckon ye’d be good in a scuffle.’


‘Thanks, Cooper,’ replied Alan.


The next forty-eight hours passed quietly and on Friday night, just before the official bedtime at ten o’clock, one of the youths, a lad about seventeen called Kerry Tyson, came to join Alan and Daniel by Swiftie’s bunk. Swiftie was regaining health and was much brighter than previously, but Lawless had deteriorated and had been removed to the hospital.


Kerry had a strange look in his eyes and he seemed unnaturally stimulated. He leaned in towards them and spoke in an excited whisper. ‘We’re goin’ to be takin’ the ship tonight, Swiftie. I’ve been in a meetin’ with Talbot.’


Swiftie looked astonished. ‘What do you mean, Kerry?’


‘Now listen, lad,’ Alan said taking Kerry by the arm and sitting him on the bunk. ‘Do not get involved. This is a convict transport. My guess is that already there has been an informer. That means the guard will be in wait. It’s the way of most mutinies, and even if there has not been a warning, the chances of taking over are minimal.’


Daniel nodded in agreement as Alan went on, ‘I do not want you involved, Kerry. You or any of the other lads. Men might be killed. If it is a failure, it will mean severe punishment, irons, even flogging. They will deal brutally with those they catch.’


Kerry did not look quite so inflamed with excitement at the thought of irons and flogging. He rested his head against the upright of the bunk. ‘What’ll I do?’


Alan took his arm. ‘Go back to Talbot and tell him you’ve decided to stay out of it. Say I talked you into it if you like, but do not be a part of it. Tell the others I said to stay in their bunks tonight.’


‘Yeah, Kerry,’ whispered Swiftie. ‘The guv wouldn’t lead ye astray.’


The youth nodded solemnly and left to find Talbot as the shout from the guard ordered them to retire.


After what seemed a long time, Alan fell to sleep.


At three o’clock in the morning he was wakened by an uproar. Shots were fired and men screamed, there was thudding and shouting, and from the direction of the fore hatchway a brief rousing cry urged, ‘Forward, boys! Attack! Attack!’


Alan raised himself on his elbow and peered through the gloom in the direction of the sounds. In the burning night light he saw the hatch was open and prisoners were climbing up to the deck. Later, he was to learn that all of the stanchions on the fore hatch had been loosened by a guard apparently bribed to help the mutineers.


Suddenly there was another volley of shots and more shouting. A man fell back grotesquely from the hatchway, screaming in agony. This was followed by screeches of terror and more gunfire from above. Men scrambled back from the opening as others tumbled from their bunks, bumping each other and yelling in the confusion to avoid being hit.


Alan’s bunk was away from the gunfire and he leaped down and called, ‘Daniel! Daniel! Where are you? Swiftie, where are you?’


‘We be here, Alan,’ the cadence of the Irish voice sounded at his elbow. ‘Aye, in truth, the guard were waiting for them, as you foresaw.’


Swiftie’s white face was peering from behind Daniel’s shoulder and in the rear were Kerry and some other youths. Good!


Shortly the convicts returned to their cots, and the hold fell into an uneasy peace, except for four who remained at the bottom of the hatchway groaning. Within a few minutes, the prison door opened and in the light of firebrands held by sailors, a dozen soldiers entered with rifles levelled. The sergeant and the assistant surgeon followed.


The assistant surgeon, Anthony Miller, was on his first voyage in a transport. He was young and innocent of the ways of the sea. He had been warned that there were often attempts of mutiny and cautioned to be wary of a rising, for all convict ships were hellholes of trouble. He was an earnest young man from farm stock in Essex and though he had been shocked at the attempted takeover of the ship, he had rallied quickly. Followed by armed soldiers, he walked through the gangway looking left and right, saying, ‘Listen, you lot, stay exactly where you are. We have the ringleaders, all bar one.’


Alan felt a presentiment at the young man’s statement.


When the assistant surgeon reached the injured, he knelt down. ‘Now steady. We shall soon have you mended, though damn fools you are!’


The wounded men were removed to the already crowded hospital and then the sergeant turned to the prisoners, his features ruddy in the glow from the firebrands. ‘Where’s Fletcher? Alan Fletcher?’ he shouted.


‘Here,’ replied Alan from the mass of dark shapes and shadows.


‘Come with me.’


Alan left his bunk and as he passed the row where Daniel lay, the older man called, ‘What the devil is going on, sonny?’


Alan shrugged his shoulders, ‘Don’t know, Dan.’ But he had a theory about it.


He followed the sergeant out the prison door to a part of the ship the prisoners never saw: the cabin of the joint captain of the Mount Stewart Elphinstone, Surgeon-superintendent George Mocksey.


Convict transports had two men in charge: the master who captained the ship and took care of navigation and the crew; and the surgeon-superintendent who was solely responsible for the welfare of the prisoners. The third dominant individual was the commander of the guard. He was requested by the War Office to co-operate with the joint heads in supervising the ship. Their united exertions were on some ships, equable, on others, disagreeable, but on the majority each man kept to his designated duties.


On the Mount Stewart Elphinstone Master Henry Loney left the scurrilous riffraff below decks entirely to George Mocksey. Master Loney was on his first and only voyage to New South Wales. He saw himself as the principal director, engaged with the trust of sailing the ship safely from England to New South Wales. Surgeon-superintendent George Mocksey was on his fourth trip to New South Wales. The pay until recently had been poor and the trips were exacting. There was no luxury on a transport. His responsibilities were vast. He rationed the food and handled its distribution. Every cask of provisions was opened in his presence. He inspected the convicts and visited the hospital daily. The prisoners’ cleanliness and the cleaning of their quarters were his specific responsibilities. He locked the prison at night and tended all sick on board, including the crew and soldiers and their wives and children. His list of duties seemed endless. At least on this voyage he had an assistant.


George Mocksey fulfilled his obligations adequately, but he was an embittered and disillusioned man who had drifted permanently into the convict service. His wife and daughter had accompanied him on his first voyage to New South Wales and the child had died of cholera in Rio de Janeiro. It was exactly ten years since the tragedy and he still had not forgiven the world. He was now in his forty-eighth year. His marriage had gone sour, his wife could bear no more children, and on his recent stay in England he had not bothered to journey to Sheffield to see her. His hair receded and what was left was streaked with grey. A decade ago he had been good-looking, but now his face had dropped to form jowls on either side of his mouth, giving him an unhappy appearance. And his appearance reflected himself.


As the sergeant of the guard stood in front of Alan and knocked on Mr Mocksey’s door, the surgeon-superintendent was studying the crimes list. Now that he had experienced a mutiny, he thought it pertinent to know the calibre of the leaders. He put down the book at the sound of the tapping. ‘Come in.’


The sergeant entered, followed by Alan.


‘Wait outside, Sergeant, I will call if I need you. And send for the others. I will have them all here together.’


Alan looked around him. The cabin was small like they all were, but how well it reminded him of his past – the lamp swinging moodily to and fro from the familiar deck beams overhead, a map or two on the walls, the cot against the bulkhead. He gave the suggestion of a sigh as he brought his eyes round to the surgeon-superintendent.


While Alan surveyed the cabin, surgeon-superintendent Mocksey studied him. So this was Fletcher. Strange he had not noticed the man. He should have read the crimes list before. In Fletcher’s case it made puzzling reading. He had once captained his own ship in the Royal Navy and now it seemed he was keen to get another. It was odd he was not caught with the other ringleaders on deck. Still, the convict who had informed on the mutiny said he was one. He had seen him whispering with a number of the ringleaders more than once.


Now he remembered he had heard the guards occasionally talking about a man named Fletcher. For a convict he must be unique. He was to have been the squire of a large estate in Somerset!


‘Well, Fletcher, do you know why you are here?’ Mocksey’s voice was of the north countryman.


‘I can only guess that I have somehow been implicated in the mutiny.’


‘Somehow been implicated, is it? A little stronger than that, prisoner. You have been named as one of the ringleaders, my man.’


Alan’s eyes met his, indignation apparent. ‘Really? By whom?’


There was something disconcerting about this Fletcher. Surgeon-superintendent Mocksey felt he was losing charge. ‘Now listen, Fletcher,’ he said, rising to his feet, ‘I’ll do the interrogating here.’


‘All right,’ Alan answered.


The surgeon coughed, and pointed to the pages he had been reading. ‘To my astonishment I see you were captain of your own ship.’


‘Yes, for eighteen months, the Coral Regis.’


‘You were very young to be a commander in the Navy.’


‘Yes,’ replied Alan. ‘My cabin bore a close resemblance to this – perhaps a mite larger.’


‘Really?’ The surgeon-superintendent was watching his aristocratic killer-convict closely. He came around his desk a little nearer and his voice was almost conciliatory. ‘Why did you get involved in this uprising? Surely as a former naval officer you knew better?’


‘Yes, I did,’ answered Alan, glancing over the surgeon’s head to the map on the wall.


Once again Mocksey felt disconcerted and his voice rose impatiently. ‘What the devil does that mean?’


‘I was not involved in the uprising.’


‘My information is to the contrary.’


‘Then your information is incorrect.’


Mocksey turned away. ‘Silence!’ He stood with his back to Alan as the seconds passed, then he turned and demanded, ‘All right, Fletcher, let me have your story. Who do you say were the ringleaders?’


‘I do not say.’ Alan was looking directly at the commander. ‘What I do say is I am not one of them.’


The surgeon felt himself becoming angry, affronted. This man was a convict. A criminal should be more accommodating. It was all his easy years in affluence that made him this disagreeable.


For some time the noises of the creaking timber and the grating of the hanging lantern were intensified by the silence between the two men. Their shadows grew and diminished alternately as the lamp swung above them.


A sharp knocking on the door interrupted the stillness.


Mocksey moved to his desk. When he was seated, he called loudly, ‘Enter!’


Through the cabin door were pushed four men. Talbot limped badly from a deep cutlass slash in his right leg. Boucher’s thick frame was stooped. There was a gash on his cheek and he nursed a bullet wound in his right shoulder. Keating’s head was covered with a bloody bandage, a shot had ripped off his ear, and Cooper’s left hand was bandaged where a bullet had passed cleanly through. The two thieves, Cratten and Gordon, were not with them.


In the rear of the four prisoners came Mr Miller, the first mate, the sergeant of the guard, and two soldiers with rifles at the ready. The four rebels registered Alan’s presence. Obvious surprise appeared on the faces of Cooper and Keating but Boucher and Talbot showed no emotion.


‘This is what’s left of the ringleaders, sir,’ said the sergeant, motioning towards the newcomers with his head.


‘Thank you, Sergeant. The others are dead, I gather.’


‘Yes, sir,’ answered Mr Miller, ‘dead on arrival at the hospital.’


The surgeon-superintendent stood again. His mouth had set in a hard straight line and he presented himself truly in charge. He turned briefly to face the mate. ‘Mr Connah, you will note sentence and pass it on to Master Loney to be recorded in the log.’


‘Aye, aye, sir.’


The joint commander of the ship looked at the prisoners and rapped his fist on the desk in emphasis. ‘This vessel has suffered enough at your hands. You have proved to be the brutes I suspected. Mutiny is the most serious crime on the sea. You are all guilty of it, of inciting the other prisoners to rise and of attempting a bloody takeover of the Mount Stewart Elphinstone. My decision is to separate you from the others for the rest of the voyage. You will be ironed and will take but two hours exercise a day. When your wounds are sufficiently healed, you will take your punishment. Each of you will be confined in the box for a total of six hours a day for seven consecutive days.’


There was a groan from Cooper while Keating mouthed the words, ‘Oh God!’


This was a ghastly punishment, even more feared than flogging. The ‘box’ was infamous. It was described in the log as ‘a strictly confining wooden structure, something like a sentry box, only much smaller, somewhat over six feet high with only enough room for a man to stand. Six auger holes enable a man to see and breathe as he stands inside. Half a dozen hours in the box is all a strong man can endure. After a week of six hours in the box each day, his spirit is broken.’


The commander finished passing judgment. ‘Sergeant! Mr Connah!’


‘Yes, sir!’


‘As Fletcher has no injury he can begin the box this coming afternoon. The remainder of the prisoners will be ironed at night until we complete our journey. I will crush any repetition of rebellion before it begins.’ Then he turned his back on them, saying as he did so, ‘Take them away!’


As the sergeant began to hustle the sentenced men towards the door, Samuel Cooper turned back into the cabin and, to the surprise of all, spoke. His voice was subdued but what he said was unmistakably plain. ‘Excuse me, Mr Mocksey, sir, but if ye include Fletcher along with us, it’s a proper disgraceful act and no mistake. For he’s not guilty of nothin’.’


‘Shaddup, you!’ said Boucher putting out his left hand to silence him.


Alan stopped walking and faced Cooper. He looked intently at the man. There was more in the character of the Surrey poacher than he had suspected.


‘What is that you say?’ asked the surgeon-superintendent, turning back towards them.


‘You bloody fool!’ growled Talbot.


‘I said that Fletcher was not one of us, sir. He would have nothin’ to do with the mutiny.’


The commander’s brows drew closer as he regarded the little man. ‘Really now?’


‘Yes, sir. We wanted him to join with us, but he would be havin’ none of it. Twice we asked him and twice he refused.’


The surgeon looked across at Alan and their eyes met once more. ‘It seems you have a champion, Fletcher.’ He turned back to Cooper who spoke again.


‘T’aint fair for ye to suffer for somethin’ ye had naught to do with, Fletcher.’


‘Thank you, Cooper.’


‘So,’ declared Mr Mocksey reflectively, ‘we have one who is at variance with the proceedings. Well, what about you other three? Was Fletcher with you or against you?’


Boucher’s eyes narrowed to slits. ‘I dunno what goes on ’ere but ’e were wie us right enough, right from the start. It was ’is idea ye might say. But once the firin’ started ’e disappeared! Where did ye run to, Mr ’Igh and Mighty? Back to yer bunk, yer coward?’ He stared at Alan with obvious hatred.


Alan simply looked away.


The surgeon-superintendent pursed his lips. ‘And you other two, come, what do you say? Was he with you or not?’


As Talbot’s and Keating’s eyes met, Alan knew it was useless to defend himself. Talbot answered. ‘Yeah, that’s right, we were all in together. I suppose it’s true it were ’is idea.’


‘But it’s not true, they—’ began Cooper.


‘Silence! I’ll have no more of this,’ interrupted Mr Mocksey, bringing his hand down heavily on his desk. He took a deep breath and looked round the five felons in front of him. Four signalled their circumstances and social inferiority in every nuance of their beings, whereas Fletcher had the bearing of the privileged. Yes, he looked like the heir to a large estate. Yes, he looked like a captain of a ship of the line.


Surgeon-superintendent Mocksey was irritated, his irritation influenced by many emotions. He felt inferiority, envy, even enmity and hostility. He did not wish to examine his feelings too closely. All he knew was that he had just heard three of the mutineers agree that Fletcher had been the ringleader and, too, there was the evidence of the informer. This salved his conscience. ‘I am in charge here,’ he said, ‘and while I’m not Solomon, I have heard three out of four say you were a mutineer, Fletcher, and the leader. You will begin your days in the box as sentenced. How many will remain at my discretion. Take them away, Sergeant!’


‘Oh no!’ whispered Cooper, his face wrinkling with dismay.


‘You heard,’ came the sergeant’s loud voice. ‘Come on, you lot. Move!’


As they departed, Alan looked down at Cooper. The poacher shook his head sadly at him and shrugged his shoulders. When they were outside in the gangway, Alan placed his hand on the little man’s bony shoulder and said softly, ‘Thank you, Samuel Cooper. It took a brave man to speak the truth back there.’


‘Didn’t do no good but,’ came Samuel’s defeated reply. ‘Fact is, made it ten times worse.’


‘Yes, but the deed was commendable. There was honour in it.’


Anthony Miller had not spoken during the proceedings. He returned to the hospital to inspect the wounded in a thoughtful mood.


After the cabin door had closed, the joint commander of the Mount Stewart Elphinstone stood some minutes, face flushed, staring at his desk. Served him right. Anyway, wasn’t he here to pay his debt to society? After all, he was a proven bloody murderer.


Soon the first rays of dawn broke over the horizon. The Mount Stewart Elphinstone glistened, catching the wind on the rolling ocean. Her unfurled sails were a spotless white against the blue of the sea as she continued majestically running the easting down.


As a medieval castle was magnificence and grandeur on the outside, hiding offensive dungeons within, so too did this splendid sight carry rancorous, dark holes. To one of these, beneath the forecastle, the prisoners were taken.


On the way, Keating fainted from his head wound and was transferred to the hospital. Alan and the other three were double-ironed in the dank chill space. Boucher and Talbot lapsed into sullen silence, but Alan and Samuel talked.


‘I’m real sorry, Fletcher,’ the little man said.


‘It’s not your fault, Cooper.’ Alan turned his head, attempting to look squarely at him in the murky darkness. ‘What made you try to help me?’


Samuel lifted his good hand, rattling his chains as he pointed at the others. They were out of reach, attached to the far wall. ‘Well, after we were captured, methinks I heard them say to the sergeant somethin’ about the leader of the mutiny not bein’ with us, but I weren’t sure, ye see. Then, when we were taken in to Mocksey and ye be there, it still never hit me straight off. Then I realised them had dobbed ye. Well, it just didn’t seem right somehow.’


‘Shaddup, Cooper, ya little bastard!’ Boucher growled from the far side of the space.


Samuel Cooper answered almost to himself, ‘Well, I done it and I be glad.’ Then turning his puny face to Alan he said, ‘I feel different now, somehow.’


‘Good,’ Alan answered softly.


The poacher was silent for a few seconds, then he said, ‘And to think ye will be in that bloody box in the freezin’ winds and that lot won’t be doin’ it until we be in warmer waters. God, where’s the justice?’


Alan peered at the face turned towards him. ‘Don’t think on it, Cooper, for I would rather not until the time comes. Tell me about yourself. What part of Surrey are you from?’


Then Samuel Cooper smiled a small smile for he could not remember the last time a person had asked him about himself. He whispered many things there under the forecastle until finally the guards came to take Alan away.


As he stood to leave, Samuel said, ‘Courage, my . . . my friend!’ and put out his good right hand. Alan took it and held it a second or two.


‘I’ll see you in six hours, Samuel.’


When he came up on deck, he looked aft and saw the convicts in a mass watching him. Each man was wrapped in a blanket against the biting wind. He made out Daniel, white-faced with alarm, but he gave no sign of having seen him. Some of the wives of the soldiers and their children in expectation of the spectacle had gathered to watch.


Alan stood in front of the grim wooden box that had been erected amidships that morning. He had heard of the use of this form of punishment on some vessels, but never had he been on a ship where such measures had been taken. One of the soldiers unlocked the door, a thick, solid plank hinged at the side. It seemed to beckon him like an open coffin.


God! These things were barbaric! Even from here the narrow restrictions were frightening. Locked in, the oppression within the compartment would be like being smothered! Above his head he would have only about an inch or so to spare. It was made of solid wood, with small air holes in the door. Six hours in here? What fiend had conjured up this?


‘Turn round, Fletcher, ye’ll have to back in, matey.’


With his double irons this was achieved with difficulty. He stood in the rectangle looking out at the guards, the closeness of the wood bearing down upon him already, and the door still open. One of the soldiers shook his head in sympathy. Then the door was closed and their faces were gone.


Blackness. Nothing but startling blackness.


‘Click’ went the lock on the door.


Why was it he could not see? There were perforations in the door. Surely he was not going mad already? The door had been pierced in five or six places. He had seen them. He moved his head to left and right, but there was no light. Why? What was wrong?


Then he realised. The tiny auger holes were below the level of his eyes and he could not see out. Panic rose in his chest as if to stifle him. He pushed it down by remembering what he had said to his father about going to sea: ‘I will accept responsibility for my decision.’ And so he must accept responsibility for being in this Godless black hole. If he had not joined the Navy, he would have been at home all those years and Abel would not have had the opportunity to thwart him, and so lead him to this.


The feeling of panic built as he heard the wind rattle the door.


He must lift his arms, but of course he could not.


There was a dryness in his throat and his mind clouded over with hysteria. If only he could lift his arms, the phobia might go. God, he must not scream! They had only just closed the door on him. There were six hours of this to endure day after day until that relentless Mocksey chose to stop it. How many days would there be? No, don’t think of how long, simply think of now. Courage! As Samuel Cooper had said, he must concentrate on other things. That was it. Believe he was simply standing with his eyes closed, thinking. Spend the time meditating and recall days gone by when there were no prisons, no hate or horrors in his life.


What of the days at Long Moss House when his mother had been alive? Yes, he would remember them one by one. From his first memories. He would see again the house and the stream that came down from the Mendip Hills to run by the stables, where the delicate fronds of the weeping willows brushed the water. He would picture his mother coming to him through the spring flowers, her pale skirt brushing the daffodils of the meadow, her arms full of red and pink tulips. She would call and wave and hold her hat to stop it flying away in the breeze. He was four and the sun was shining brightly.


He would look up at Sophie, pretty Sophie his nurse, with her cupid’s bow mouth and happy eyes and fair curls, smiling down at him indulgently. His mother would turn to her and load her arms with the flowers and laugh. Sophie would laugh too, a carefree sound from behind the blooms, and then his mother would bend forward, and the rose would fall from her hatband as she leaned down to lift him in her arms. Then he too would laugh and Sophie would pick up the fallen flower in her fine fingers and run, looking back and calling to them joyfully, and the sweet aroma of his mother would envelop him, clean and warm.


Warm? But it was not warm. It was bitterly cold and his feet had gone to sleep. There was a stiffness throughout him. He ached. Every muscle ached. And what was that noise? It sounded like hammering on the wood around him. What was going on? Oh yes, it was rain. Of course. Everything was disoriented. He had not recognised the sound on the wood so close to his ears. It sounded like lead dropping.


Pain seared through him. If only he could lift his arms . . . He felt as if he were suffocating.


How long had he been in here? It must be many hours.


He did not know how much later it was that the water started dripping on his shoulder.


Between decks, some of the convicts, villainous and deceitful though they might be, had voiced their feelings about Alan’s ill treatment. They had supported Daniel when he asked repeatedly to see the surgeon-superintendent or his assistant. Hours passed before the prison door finally opened and Daniel’s name was called. He followed the guard, who cursed the heavily falling rain, to the assistant surgeon’s cabin, aft of the hospital.


The voice within called them to enter as soon as the guard knocked.


Anthony Miller looked up immediately Daniel entered. The cabin was tiny and he sat winding bandages behind a wooden desk that dominated the space. He was overworked and tired and had consented to see this man only out of duty.


‘Yes, Dwyer,’ he began, ‘what is it you have been clamouring about?’


‘Alan, sir. Alan Fletcher.’


‘Yes?’


Daniel took a deep breath and began speaking. The words tumbled out of him so fast the young man had to make a concentrated effort to follow him.


‘Well, sir, at this very moment he’s above on deck in the . . . the damnable box. It’s been a terrible mistake, a most dreadful miscarriage of justice, it is. He was not in the mutiny. In fact he told them not to be such fools, that it was madness, and now something’s gone terrible wrong and he’s being punished for something he did not do. It’s dishonourable. I’m not the only one saying so, all the prisoners are against it, sir.’ His eyes closed in emphasis.


The assistant surgeon was young. He did his job to the best of his ability. He was not used to convict ships and lived in fear of Mr Mocksey. His superior had instilled into him that all convicts were liars, malingerers, toadies, parasites, sycophants and worse. Certainly they would go to any lengths to avoid their own punishment and they would never care about another’s. So it surprised Anthony Miller to hear this prisoner speaking in defence of another. This was the second time today, Samuel Cooper having done the same thing for the same man. He had listened to his superior pass judgment on Alan Fletcher and he had flinched at the time, for it had appeared obvious to him that Boucher and Talbot lied.


‘He was not in the mutiny in any way, you say?’


‘He was not, sir.’


‘And there are others in the hold that agree with this?’


Daniel nodded his head vehemently. ‘Yes. You can ask them.’


The assistant surgeon looked grave and scratched his chin. He stood up. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’


‘Why, thank you, sir. Thank you so very much.’


When Anthony Miller came to the surgeon-superintendent, he was cursorily dealt with.


‘I am surgeon-superintendent of this ship, Mr assistant surgeon, and I do not value your opinion in this matter. I am satisfied that Fletcher was one of them. There was evidence enough. Methinks you have been fooled by the scum in the hold. That is my last word on it.’


Anthony Miller returned to his duties. In his mind lurked the uneasy feeling that Fletcher’s manner had not pleased Mr Mocksey and that the man was allowing himself to be vindictive. He thought about going to Master Loney, but he knew it was useless. He was genuinely sorry when he sent for Daniel and told him the matter was out of his hands. His face was troubled.


‘I’m sorry, Dwyer, I truly am.’


That night, when the soldiers came to the confinement box amid-ships at seven o’clock, it had been raining on and off for over three hours.


At first the drips on Alan’s shoulder had been bearable, but after the prolonged heavy rain, they became a trickle. Later, there were two running streams, one on his shoulder and another running across his forehead into his eye and down his face. When he moved his head it ran into his ear. Finally, he found that by leaning his head forward on the door, one stream hit the back of his head and ran down his neck and the other fell on his shoulderblade. He continued in this position until his whole body screamed with tension and he was forced to return to his first position.


It was bitterly cold in these latitudes and with the added torture of the rain, he was shivering so much that it racked his entire frame. He shook involuntarily; he had no control. Pain scorched through every limb. For what had seemed like an eternity he had wanted desperately to stretch his arms above his head. But now he could no longer feel his arms. He did not know whether he could feel his legs or not.


This was only the first day. He would not be able to face it for a protracted period. No one could.


Courage! Nothing lasts forever! If only the mind could leave the body. But it could not and the cold and wet forced itself into every corner of his brain.


They had forgotten him . . . God . . . they were going to leave him here. He felt himself slipping . . . slipping into unconsciousness. His body crumpled, as much as the restricted space allowed. There was more agony coming from somewhere. He thought it must be from his knees.


The horror continued relentlessly.


At first Alan thought he was hallucinating when the blackness in front of his eyes turned red. Then, slowly, he focused and his mind recognised the red coats of the soldiers in the lantern light. What was that behind them? Something white. Yes, a white face, with concerned eyes. Who was that? The numbness that was his mind finally identified the assistant surgeon.


‘Come on, lad,’ said the same corporal who had put him in six hours before, ‘Mr Miller ’ere wants you taken straight to the ’orspital.’


He tried to step forward but instead he fell out of the box towards them. They caught him before he hit the deck.


An hour later, Alan lay sleeping on a cot in the hospital. Anthony Miller had admitted him. His soaking clothes had been removed and replaced with dry ones. He had been put to bed and fed warm broth.


When they brought Alan in, Lawless was being removed from the hospital back to the hold. Shocked at the sight of Alan, he cried, ‘Guv’nor! What have they done to ye?’


‘Don’t worry,’ Anthony Miller replied. ‘I’ll take care of him.’ And he had done so. He spent much of the night beside Alan.


At eight o’clock the next morning, two guards came to the hospital. The assistant surgeon was about to go off duty and was ministering to one of the prisoners who had been badly wounded in the uprising. As the soldiers entered the door, he turned towards them questioningly.


‘We’ve come for Fletcher, sir. He’s to be returned to the fo’c’sle and to be placed in the box again this afternoon at one o’clock sharp.’


‘But I object most strongly, the man is in my care. Has this order come from Mr Mocksey?’


‘Yes, sir, none other.’


Miller looked across at Alan who lay with his eyes closed. Then he shook his head. He was worried and unsure. ‘This . . . this is not right. It’s inhuman. The temperatures are falling all the time. I will go to Mr Mocksey. You soldiers do nothing until I return. Leave Fletcher where he is.’


When he found Mr Mocksey, he was on deck measuring out lemon juice from a large cask. His solid back was bent forward to three crew members. It was not raining but there was a cold wind blowing again and the rain clouds were still in evidence, hanging threateningly above the ship.


Fear rose in the young man and his heart raced as he came up behind the man booming instructions. He took a deep breath and spoke quietly. ‘Excuse me, Mr Mocksey, but I need a word with you, now please. Urgently.’


The man stood up and turned in a slow and measured movement. He did not like to be interrupted in the middle of any of his procedures and his voice became heavy with sarcasm. ‘Oh, so it’s a word you need, is it? And urgent at that! Well, well.’


‘Yes, sir, it’s important.’


‘It can wait until I finish here,’ he snapped, turning back to the cask.


Then the young man amazed himself as he heard his voice saying, ‘No, sir, Mr Mocksey, it cannot wait. I . . . I demand to speak with you now!’


The surgeon looked up quickly. This was not like Miller. He handed the nearest crew member the measuring spoon and beckoning his assistant, walked to the starboard side of the deck where he stood feet apart and hand on hip in indignation. ‘What the hell do you mean by “demanding” to speak with me?’


The earnest eyes looked back at him. ‘I need to speak with you about Alan Fletcher.’


‘What about him?’


‘Two guards came to the hospital not five minutes ago to return him to the forecastle. They say that at one o’clock he is to be placed again in the confinement box. They say it’s on your orders.’


‘So?’


Anthony Miller’s hands were sweating even in the chill wind. He put them behind his back and held them together tightly as he went on, ‘The man was in that thing in freezing temperatures and heavy rain hour after hour. He was totally drenched, the damn thing leaks. His legs and arms were numb, he could not walk. His knees were bruised. It’s a wonder he’s not delirious or dreadfully ill with pneumonia. I must formally object to his being placed in it again . . . at least until we are in warmer waters.’


Mocksey stiffened. ‘Is Fletcher ill?’


‘Yes. He’s not well enough to g . . . go back in that thing.’ He pointed towards midships where the stark construction stood.


The superior’s eyes grew hard. ‘Does he have pneumonia?’


‘I . . . I don’t know. I don’t think so. But he is sick.’


‘There’s many a sick man has taken his punishment before today.’


The young man took another deep breath and summoned up all his courage. ‘But you are supposed to be on-board this ship to help keep the prisoners well, not to inflict them with punitive measures that could jeopardise their lives!’


For a second or two, the commander looked as if he were going to lash out and strike the face in front of him. His lips twitched and the veins in his neck swelled. With obvious control he answered, ‘Are you daring to suggest I am not carrying out my duty in a responsible manner?’


Once more Anthony Miller found himself saying words that astonished him. Later, in the privacy of his cabin, he would find difficulty believing he had actually said them. ‘No, Mr Mocksey, I’m not. I think that in the majority of your work you are, at the least, capable. It is only where this one man is concerned that you have lost your sense of proportion. I think . . . You seem to have a vendetta with him.’


The surgeon-superintendent pulled himself up to his full height, which was a little taller than his young assistant’s. ‘The punishment of convicts on board this vessel is my responsibility. My responsibility, do you hear? Fletcher was found guilty. There was enough evidence for me. He will continue in the box for six hours each day no matter whether this blasted ship freezes over or sinks from rain water. Do you understand, boy?’


The young man braced himself. There was rage now, too, in Anthony Miller as he countered, ‘The maximum time in the box is supposed to be four hours!’


‘That is in the tropics, Miller, don’t try to teach me the rules!’


‘But this freezing cold and damp is just as bad as heat – worse! He might die, and . . . and you will be responsible!’ rose the young man’s voice.


The older man was livid. His face had turned a purplish colour.


For some seconds they stared at each other, while the surgeon reached a decision. If Fletcher did die in the box, there could be an inquiry. Perhaps he should be careful. Especially as this young idiot had decided to fight his cause.


‘All right,’ he said. ‘If you want to mollycoddle the prisoner and take him to the hospital each night after his punishment, then that is your affair. I will not hinder you. But he will do his days in the box as I see fit. I’m in authority here and will not speak about this again. Return to your duties.’ He turned his back on Anthony Miller and walked away.


For longer than a minute the assistant surgeon remained rigidly at the bulwark. His hands shook nervously and he was damp with perspiration but he felt a strength he had never known before. He had fought as well as he knew how. He had not stopped the vile torture, but what he had gained was the chance to keep Alan Fletcher alive. He would do his utmost for that.


For twelve days Mr Mocksey continued the horror of the box for Alan. Some days there was only the freezing wind; on others there were sleet and rain. And always, relentlessly, there was the wood bearing down on him, confining him in the horrible phobia-making darkness where the searing pain continued. Yet after this hell, always came the respite when Anthony Miller would tend him caringly, like a brother. Night after night Miller would dry him, put him to bed, comb his hair, speak softly to him, and feed him when Alan’s hands were deadened by the cold. The young man even made him a leather cape which Alan wore in the box as a defence against the icy, wet, interminable days.


On the eleventh and twelfth days, Alan was delirious. He remembered nothing of the box or of the interval in the assistant surgeon’s care. It was not until he opened his eyes in the hospital cot on the fifteenth day after the ordeal had begun that he grasped the fact he had indeed done twelve days in the box. On the twenty-third day from when his days of torture began, he was returned to the forecastle where he remained ironed for the rest of the journey.


Anthony Miller put out his hand to Alan as he left the hospital. ‘You have a magnificent constitution. I don’t know how you survived, but thank God you did.’


Alan took the younger man’s hand and smiled. ‘I survived because of you. You alone are the reason. You are an honourable, compassionate and benevolent man, Mr Miller, and I thank you.’


The ship was already in warmer waters and the weather more equable. Soon the temperatures climbed from the forties to the fifties and the sixties. The ship’s carpenter erected three more boxes, and as their wounds were now healed, Samuel Cooper, Boucher, Talbot and Keating did their time. They spent seven days in the boxes, six hours a day.


On the fifth day, Boucher screamed so loudly the whole ship could hear, and Keating took up his call. On the sixth day Boucher raged again, seeming to have taken leave of his senses. After his confinement, Anthony Miller took him to the hospital where he had convulsions.


On the seventh day, as the guards went to back him into the box, he became quite deranged. He smashed one guard in the face in frenzy and pushed the other to the deck. While the stunned onlookers watched, he pulled himself up over the bulwark and leapt overboard. The astounded soldiers rushed to the side only to see his white face upturned in supplication, the eyes wide at last in death as he sank beneath the waves.


When the ship reached Sydney, the capital of New South Wales, one hundred and fifty-four days after departing Spithead, it was late October 1849. The Mount Stewart Elphinstone was not allowed to land its prisoners. For the previous decade, there had been open discontent in the colony over the sending of any more felons out from the United Kingdom. Petitions against the system had been repeatedly sent to Earl Henry Grey, the secretary for the Colonies in England. While much of the local born population had one and often two convict parents, they did not wish to be reminded of their beginnings and wanted to rid themselves of the stigma associated with the convict ethos.


Hence, no one was allowed ashore from the Mount Stewart Elphinstone except for two prisoners bound for Hobart. The ship rode at anchor for a week while the politicians argued. Finally, it was decided to send it on to the settlement at Moreton Bay, five hundred miles to the north, where labour was in short supply.


Of the two hundred and thirty-two men embarked in the United Kingdom, two hundred and twenty-six disembarked at Moreton Bay. Only six were missing: the two sent to Hobart, the two shot in the mutiny, the one who had died during the hurricane, and Boucher who had committed suicide.


Mr Loney and Mr Mocksey were commended for bringing so many prisoners through alive.




CHAPTER FOUR


‘What are the wild waves saying,


Sister, the whole day long?’


‘What Are the Wild Waves Saying’,
Joseph Edwards Carpenter, 1813–1885.


Over three years later. February 1853.


Sydney town.


Sydney Harbour’s two hundred and sixty miles of shoreline basked in the glaring sunlight, the headlands, reaches, coves, bays and creeks illuminated by that stark bright iridescence found only in the great south lands.


On the decks of the two ships sailing between the north and south headlands, the eager eyes of those on-board looked left and right. The harbour they had entered could only be called magnificent – the combined fleets of the world, naval and mercantile, could anchor here – and when they caught their first glimpse of Sydney town across spits of sandstone and scrubby trees, seemingly surrounded by windmills, it brought a smile to their faces.


Closer still, halfway up the waters of Port Jackson, the town was the illusion of elegance and fine buildings. But as they drew nearer and began to define what the eye before had run together, they were not so convinced of its beauty; and by the time they had arrived at Circular Wharf, the encrustation of swiftly built dwellings along the sea front, the narrow unpaved streets, and the blight of the rookeries of the Rocks were all too apparent.


The settlement was a haphazard affair, but it was not without grand edifices of durable red and grey sandstone, a prophecy of the future, rising from the tumbledown buildings around them. Government House was a substantial monument for Her Majesty’s representative, and there were others imposing enough: the Customs House, the Supreme Court, the Legislative Council building and the Australian Library in Macquarie Street. Further west, the best hotel, the Royal, with its portico supported by wide Doric columns, invited the affluent traveller to enter. Yet the most impressive buildings were the churches: St Andrew’s and St Mary’s Cathedrals and the Churches of St James and St Phillip, all indicative of the conscientious and pious esteem in which the colonists held their God. Neither were the outer districts without occasional grandeur. The colony’s wealthy had resided there for decades. The hoi polloi for miles around knew the mansions of the Wentworths at Vaucluse, the Macleays at Elizabeth Bay and the Macarthurs out at Camden.


Sydney town itself was vastly overcrowded. The gold that had been discovered at Summerfield Creek exactly two years before had been responsible for the now extending conglomerate of men of all races and creeds who had descended from ships, sanguine in the belief that they were the chosen of the gold rush. Some had come directly from San Francisco after they had been disappointed on the California goldfields.


One man had started from San Francisco the previous June of 1852, not because he had not done well in California, but he needed to move on after his darlin’ wife died in April. They had been in California for just three years. He had been inconsolable at her loss, for she had been the keystone of his life.


For forty consecutive days, Phillip Herman had sat alone beside Ada’s burial place, often four and five hours at a time. He pictured her beautiful eyes with the curling lashes, and her long dark hair moulded round her curving shoulders. He heard her voice and remembered the thrill of her touch. He ached with a terrible grief.


On the forty-first day he had come to the grave site on the hill overlooking San Francisco’s wide harbour as the seagulls made their final sweep overhead in the summer evening. ‘Adee, darlin’,’ he said softly, holding his hands prayer-like in front of him. ‘I’ve made another big decision without consulting you.’ He gave a wan smile and knelt down. ‘This morning I went to the shipping agents, you know, Haddy and Row, near the claims office. Well, darlin’, the upshot is, I’ve booked passage for Eve and Clare and myself down to the British colony of New South Wales in the South Pacific Ocean. You know, where the gold was discovered last year.’


He bent forward to touch the earth as he continued speaking. ‘Ada, I know what you’re thinking, and yes, I have a thriving business, but San Francisco is desolate without you, darlin’. Down there, I’ll supply those off to the diggings again. We know that works, don’t we, love? They say Sydney town is quite sophisticated, not like this place, and now that the girls are teenage . . . Ah, Adee, truth is, I cannot abide it here without you and this way I can try to start anew. I must, for Eve and Clare. You do understand, don’t you, Adee love?’


And so, forty-nine days after Ada’s death, Phillip and his daughters had caught the clipper Fair Wind and sailed past the very promontory where she lay in her resting place on the hillside.


Two days out of Honolulu, Phillip had fallen ill. With the aid of the ship’s doctor, his daughters nursed him. But he steadily worsened, and in the grey light of a cold wet morning, at latitude fifteen degrees and longitude one hundred and sixty-three, he joined his darlin’ Ada. His illness had not been diagnosed.


The Fair Wind sailed on and carried the two sisters across the wide Pacific Ocean to deposit them upon the dock at Sydney Cove on the bleak, southern winter day of 31 July.


The few friends they had made on the voyage soon dispersed, and the woebegone sisters found that the cold weather echoed their reception in the unfamiliar colony. Within a week, they had been duped out of their father’s savings by a local swindler and were alone and friendless. But they had each other, and the will to survive is paramount, especially in the young.


The miserable and destitute of Sydney town gravitated to the Rocks, the oldest area, not only of the colony but of the country. Here many houses and cottages from early in the century still stood in partially formed lines along the terraces of stone. It was a jumble of lanes, byways and steep passages, home to vagrants, maritime deserters, the disillusioned of the gold rush, and all forms of criminals, both petty and major. The despairing sisters soon found their way to this part of the town.


Wandering the alleyways they had been noticed by Mrs Maggs, a long-time inhabitant of the area who ran the Ship Inn, a tavern of more than dubious reputation which backed onto the harbour near Dawes Point round from the battery. The old woman had been quick to see that the two pretty teenage girls would enhance business for very little outlay. Thus, in return for lodgings and sixpence between them a week, they had been ‘taken in’ by Mrs Maggs and her husband. Assigned servants were paid more, but Eve’s and Clare’s position was such they did not have even the bargaining power of an ex-convict.


The girls lived in a room at the back of the tavern, their single window opening out onto the waters of the harbour. They were called ‘serving girls’, although a better description would have been ‘cleaners-cooks-barmaids-servants’. Each day they worked from the hour of ten in the morning until the inn closed, which was often two o’clock the next morning.


They had been half a year under the subjection of the Maggses when February 1853 discharged its heat and humidity upon the population. In that time they had experienced enough to change them from the simple and artless teenagers who had disembarked from the Fair Wind and quickly lost their money to the first cheat who came along. They had not deteriorated into the scheming, insincere, and artful, whom they were forced daily to wait upon, but had they been landing on the Circular Quay today, they would have been more shrewd.
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