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      In memory of Beau Dickinson: an Australian cattleman, drover and great friend who had a fascination with “characters of the olden days” and a belief that justice, even that of “simple bush justice”, would always prevail over evil.
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      LONDON, October 1867

      Gazing through the bars of the cell, the turnkey could easily be forgiven for thinking that the scruffy and unshaven, but otherwise handsome young man lying before him on a threadbare mattress was on his deathbed.

      By reputation and deeds, this prison guard was generally devoid of compassion and usually could not have cared less; he’d seen thousands of men pass through this bleak place. He also knew for certain that either a lethal dose of pleurisy or the gallows awaited some and that another kind of death awaited most of the others: their fate… transportation to a Godforsaken location on the other side of the world and then, if they survived that voyage, needing to somehow endure the ongoing loss of their freedom for the next seven years.

      Even so, the guard’s interest was genuinely aroused on this occasion. To him this lad’s posture was surprising—bizarre in fact—for he had never previously witnessed anyone in his care who had held such a self-satisfied look of resignation as that now on this young man’s face… despite the cell’s filthy, freezing flagstone floor and fetid surrounds.

      Had the guard then concluded that this was probably another way of dealing with the inevitability of impending death, he would have been wrong. Looks, after all, can be deceiving.

      Oblivious to his surroundings and discomfort, eighteen-year-old Harry Taylor simply lay on his back contemplating the harrowing events which had so devastatingly upheaved his otherwise stable and secure life during the past six months.
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        * * *

      

      As an innocent young boy Harry loved exploring his surroundings and ranged far and wide in doing so. During these jaunts he engaged in many daring, childish, fun activities, which, much to his annoyance and inability to understand why, occasionally landed him in trouble. The consequences back then had been nothing more than a stern word from his father on “doing what you’re told” or “how to look after yourself”.

      As Harry approached adulthood, he applied himself to a variety of jobs, becoming adept at every task he took on and had a reputation as a reliable, likeable, polite and hard-working lad.

      However, when provoked, Harry never took a backward step and mastered another bent… that of very efficiently stopping fights, not starting them. For this talent, his father, though secretly proud of his son’s ability to look after himself, would lecture Harry “to pull your head in son. Just walk away, or one day you’ll land yourself in real strife”. But that advice never sat well with Harry.

      Regardless, whatever punishment then followed, it was never as pointless or inconceivably cruel as what he was now forced to endure.
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        * * *

      

      Dear God, if there is one, why was I born English? Harry struggled desperately with this question many times during the initial four months of his incarceration in the Coldbath Fields Prison in Clerkenwell, London, one of England’s most notorious, stinking, vermin-infested, brutal and overpopulated prisons.

      But strangely, Harry was becoming increasingly more disciplined, self-assured and determined. This, he intuitively and rightly understood, was the only possible human survival response to being continuously deprived of privacy or human interaction, manacled by hand and foot, always cold, on the verge of starvation and without either full daylight or the slightest zephyr of fresh air.
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        * * *

      

      The unfathomable unfairness of this “English justice” constantly frustrated and haunted Harry, for he had simply removed from a building site (albeit after dark) a three-foot length of flat timber that appeared to be a discarded off cut; an item he desperately needed to complete the coffin he had been constructing for his recently deceased, much-loved father.

      However, that need was overridden by a self-important citizen who happened to be strolling past the building site and who found great delight in reporting Harry to the police that night, insisting that “the consequences arising from a citizen’s civic duty to report such actions must prevail over any notion that profiting from stolen goods could be tolerated in England”.

      The owner of the building site was easily coerced into laying theft charges. After all, as that upright citizen pointed out to him, “surely it’s your duty to support someone who was acting in your best interests”. Had the building site owner not pressed charges, the public’s perception of that “citizen” would have diminished significantly, and so to avoid being made to look stupid, a “donation” exchanged hands—just enough to sway the building owner’s decision to lay the charges that would seal Harry’s fate.

      Of course, in front of the judge, the words of that wealthy, self-opinionated “witness” carried far more legal weight than a destitute Harry Taylor could provide without the services of a smart solicitor. (The witness had from the outset of the court hearing cleverly and emphatically categorised Harry as an unemployed, impudent lout: a patently wrong description, for Harry was neither of those things.) Nevertheless, the witness had cold-bloodedly employed this tried-and-true tactic to make the job of his regular drinking friend, an overworked judge, less demanding.

      Clearly the judge cared not a jot for either Harry’s emotional state or his plead for leniency, and so, in the absence of legal counsel, Harry’s attempt to re-establish his bona fides were unworthily and shamefully disregarded by the tired judge— the result being that Harry was now scheduled for “Transportation”. The judge, when summarising his decision explained that in applying the law, precedents, above all else, had to be followed.

      Also, irrationally, and grossly unfair in Harry’s opinion, there was no obligation for the English Government to provide financial assistance to his family, which had just lost the guiding influence of his father and now himself, the family’s only legal bread winner. This realisation ravaged Harry’s conscience, for there was now absolutely nothing he could do about this absurd situation… one so trivial in its origin.

      A judicial appeal would not be tolerated, nor could it have been afforded anyway. There were no wealthy relatives or friends who could help… the only recourse for his family now being illegal pursuits necessary just to stay alive. In other words, his mother, two sisters and ailing brother had probably each just been delivered their death sentences. And worse, Harry’s situation guaranteed that he would never hear from them, or ever see them again.

      However, Harry had a plan. He was still strong, despite the dreadful prison food and conditions, for he had youth on his side. But moreover, he’d discovered a new purpose in life. Yes, his plan was selfish in many ways but his need to survive was paramount, which meant if he was going to remain sane, he had to relinquish all family connections and somehow, ruthlessly disregard every emotion associated with that severing. Later, there might be time for memories of family, but only after his plan succeeded.

      That plan was indeed cunning despite how implausible it at first seemed to Harry. In his opinion, though the judge had acted slavishly and without compassion in arriving at his ruling, he may also unwittingly have given Harry exactly what he wanted: the opportunity to see the world without ever having to go to war to defend an England he now despised.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As if a warm clean blanket had just been thrown over Harry, peace had settled upon him; his anger, emotional confusion and grief were now rapidly in retreat and his physical tension was following suit as his body relaxed. He had no idea how long the gentle smile on his face remained in place—or cared—for his primary thought was… if those fools send me to the other side of the world, it won’t cost me a farthing.

      In the early hours of the morning a more sobering thought surfaced from Harry’s sub-conscious: I wonder if I’ll ever yearn to return to England?

      Who knows how many days later, keys rattled outside the cell. Shortly after, the guard cautiously pushed open the cell door, allowing muted light to flood the space that had become Harry’s loathsome living quarters.

      ‘So what is it, you oaf? Are you here to give me one of your famous beltings?’, Harry asked just a little more condescendingly than he intended.

      ‘Just get up, Sunshine. The Guv’ wants a word with yah. I’m gunna remove yah leg-irons, an’ then I want yah arse up those stairs. An’ don’t be considerin’ any funny business or I’ll break both yah legs then kick yah straight back down ‘ere.’

      Only once since his sentencing had Harry left this cell; a complete surprise only a few weeks previously. For him that outing was a momentous event, which put his survival plan into motion and gave rise to his newfound optimism.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Ah yes; thank-you, Hawkins’, said the Governor to the prison guard and then quickly added with unmistakeable authority, ‘you can leave me alone with the prisoner but wait outside. There’s a good man.’

      ‘Now Taylor, we need to talk,’ grumbled the Governor as he turned his attention to Harry. Before him stood a mature youth at least six feet tall, long of limb and square of shoulder, his light brown hair unkempt and unclean… and unnervingly blue eyes. Yes, he recognised him, just; altogether a little gaunt, but that was to be expected given the prison food. Nevertheless, a fine example of approaching manhood, someone who the Governor knew would have made this lad’s father very proud. ‘No, you can’t sit. I don’t want your stink embedded into my furniture.’

      While maintaining a relaxed, attentive stance, Harry courteously nodded his understanding, for he knew he was indeed on the nose. However, his gaze remained fixed upon the Governor’s eyes.

      ‘I’ve been considering your audacious request since we first met; three weeks ago, I believe. I must say, Taylor, it has merit, so listen carefully.

      ‘The rumours you somehow heard about were correct. Due to an ever-increasing number of felons convicted under existing laws, this prison and a hundred or more around our country will soon be enlarged to accommodate many, many more poor souls just like you.

      ‘To punish people for crimes of even less magnitude than yours, our nation’s being flooded with prisoners… which I believe amounts to treachery being needlessly served upon many unlucky folks. I’m glad that you agree with my views, Taylor.

      ‘You were also correct that there’s now considerable opposition from our new colonies to where our felons have previously been automatically transported and then dumped… and rightly so in my opinion. You can’t really blame those governors for being sick and tired of us continuing to do that.

      ‘Incidentally, I was officially informed this very morning that our government is finally about to announce the end of future prisoner transportation programs. Presumably, our infallible Government believe their prison expansion program will solve all their future prisoner accommodation problems.

      ‘I emphatically reject this flawed development, Taylor but regrettably I’m powerless to alter any laws: they just want a bit each way and bugger any humanitarian considerations!

      ‘Logically our prison numbers will now continue to grow dramatically, not reduce, yet our “powers that be” still want no immediate change to their overriding objective… to get rid of all offenders. Yes Taylor, that includes people like you, as absurd as that is. And if I want to keep my job, I’m now being forced to reduce my prison population as efficiently as possible… before transportation is formally abolished!’

      Harry shifted his weight and said, ‘Mr Galbraith… ah, Governor. I greatly appreciate your frankness and I believe your frustration is genuine. As my life depends on it, I pledge not to betray your views. But sir, where is this conversation going?’

      ‘Be patient for just a few more minutes, young man. And be certain that if I ever hear my words being spoken against me, I’ll know their source and I’ll have you swinging from the nearest gallows in record time.’

      Harry swallowed and shuffled uneasily. ‘We are in total agreement then, sir,’ he replied confidently, for there was no doubting the menace in the Governor’s words.

      ‘I’ve read the court’s notes in your file and admit I was taken by your domestic situation leading to your arrest and subsequent senseless conviction,’ Galbraith continued. ‘I too lost my father from an untreatable malady; “consumption” the doctors called it. He died a terrible death and he too Taylor, was a good man, just like your father.’

      Governor Galbraith’s voice was now subdued, his words tumbling out as if he was talking to his own son. ‘I have no right, but bugger it, boy, I resolved there and then to assist you in any way possible. Regrettably however, I can’t release you Harry, but I can perhaps smooth the way for you.

      ‘Accompanying that Government announcement I mentioned earlier, I received a demand that fourteen of the worst cases in my care are to be prepared for immediate transportation to New Holland.

      ‘Accordingly, I’ve signed all the documentation for the fourteen of those I consider my worst scoundrels, but what you need to know now is just how lucky you are, son… for I’ve also accepted your most unusual offer to volunteer for transportation. You’ll be among the last inmates to leave Coldbath Fields Prison.’

      As realisation settled, Harry started to grin, then suddenly his face lit up in an equal measure of surprise and understanding, eyes wide open and open-mouthed. In unison, the Governor smiled broadly.

      ‘Bugger the furniture, Harry, you’d better sit-down lad; we’ve got much more to discuss. And don’t take offence at the need to characterise you as a scoundrel; I for one know that’s preposterous. However, I’m sure you’ll handle that minor inconvenience of title.

      ‘To answer your earlier question, our government, in its infinite wisdom, has elected not to cancel those transportations previously scheduled. You will therefore be sailing on the Hougoumont, which will depart from Portsmouth on the 12th of October. Yes, that’s right Harry, it departs in just seven days’ time and that’ll be the last time any British ship departs our shores as a prisoner transportation vessel.

      ‘Mind you, there are at least four other such ships already at sea, heading for New Holland as we speak. Of course, none of them will have any idea about this development and none will return with their current cargo; that’s definite.

      ‘Fortunately, you didn’t delay your request for a hearing with me: had you done so, we would not be having this second conversation. A refusal was always on the cards, but regardless, you showed great mettle for which I salute you. However, I can’t imagine your chances of surviving another seven years in this soul-destroying place had you missed this opportunity. Can you?’

      ‘Definitely not, Mr Galbraith,’ replied Harry, ‘I was close to going crazy as it was, Guv.’

      ‘Right then, here’s what will happen in the next few days. You will receive from me a letter of my recognition of your good behaviour, usefulness and general helpful conduct while in my care. These remarks will be based upon me having witnessed your legendary carpentry skills and having discussed with you your interest in animal husbandry… though I feel I may be stretching the truth slightly. I’d suggest that you quickly learn as much as you can about both activities. I can’t recommend anyone regarding the former, but Hawkins, your esteemed turnkey, was raised on a farm and apparently once owned several horses. I’ll have a word with him to answer your questions and set you right on farming matters.’

      The Governor stared back at Harry, not quite sure why the lad’s expression was so dreamlike. In essence, Harry was dumbfounded by the pace of proceedings and wondering how on earth he could ever repay such consideration.

      Regardless, the Governor pressed on. ‘To hopefully make it easier for you to find employment in your new country, my letter will also recommend that you be granted a Ticket of Leave as soon as possible upon your arrival; it will state that in my professional judgment you are a person to be trusted: indeed, a worthy volunteer and not a scoundrel.’

      ‘Bloody hell, Mr Galbraith, that’s really decent of you,’ Harry interrupted excitedly, oblivious that he had just sworn in front of the Governor.

      ‘Just make sure you do not lose this letter; your life might depend upon it. I’d also suggest that you endear yourself with the ship’s Captain. His name is William Cozens. I know little about him, but if he is a fair-minded individual, he may “keep an eye out for you”, so to speak: no guarantee of course.’

      The Governor then reached behind his chair and produced a medium-sized canvas and leather carry bag which he passed to Harry. ‘Now take this and look after it. I know this is most irregular, as are the thirty pennies hidden inside. You’ll also find some half decent clothes in there, so make sure you tub up before you put them on. You can’t go on board in those stinking rags you’re now wearing. And wash your hair.’

      ‘With pleasure, sir,’ Harry replied happily, but quickly the expression on his face changed to one of serious concern. ‘Do you know much about the ship, Mr Galbraith… or what it’ll be like on board?’

      ‘Yes, a little. I know that the Hougoumont is referred to as a Blackwall frigate. It has three masts and is fully rigged for sailing. As I said earlier, it will depart from Portsmouth on the 12th of October. There will be two hundred and eighty prisoners and over a hundred passengers on board, which includes the prisoner guards and their families, and several free passengers. I daresay the ship is quite large, but I suspect free space will be at a premium. And oh yes, there will be a surgeon on board.

      ‘I’ve also been informed that there will be many literate convicts on board, more than usual for a convict ship; something to do with their unacceptable political beliefs.

      ‘I was told only yesterday by our prison librarian that the Hougoumont was chartered by the French as a troop carrier during the Crimean War, albeit then it was known as the Baraguey d’Hilliers. So it’s my guess it would’ve been easier to convert it into a convict ship, rather than others on offer. Regrettably Harry, you’re about to discover just how good a job they did, or otherwise.

      ‘Based on previous sailings, apparently it takes about ninety days to travel to the west coast of New Holland. Obviously, that’ll depend upon sailing conditions. Once you arrive, you’ll be off-loaded at a small community known as Fremantle, where you’ll be assigned to a prison cell and again, regrettably, to an uncertain future. It’s my belief however, that opportunities abound in that new colony, based on an ever-increasing number of favourable reports which confirm this.

      ‘Well, that’s about all I can tell you and do for you, son. Just keep your nose clean if you know what I mean … and good luck.’

      ‘I’ll not forget your consideration and kindness, Mr Galbraith,’ said Harry as he thrust out his hand to shake that of his keeper.

      ‘One last word of warning, lad. There will be some nasty and unsavoury individuals accompanying you: murderers, rapists and some totally deranged poor bastards. Stay clear of them all!

      ‘You also need to know that one such person, a huge loathsome beast of a man, is among that lot. His surname is Bickford, but for some reason he calls himself “Brickie”. Based on our experience with him here at Coldbath, he’ll do everything in his power to get the better of you physically and mentally. If you run into this bastard while on board and he challenges you, summon the guards immediately and let them deal with him. Just make sure that you let those guards know his only weakness; he has an unnatural aversion to water. The only way we’ve been able to keep him under control is to threaten to throw buckets of cold water over him any time he plays up.
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        * * *

      

      For several hours after the Governor had transferred Harry back into Hawkins’ care, Harry was amazed at not only how quickly his plan had progressed… but even more astonished at how the meeting he’d just attended had left his self-belief and confidence soaring.
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      PORTSMOUTH, mid-afternoon, 11th October 1867

      ‘Righto laddie,’ the loud, demanding voice of Hawkins boomed as he threw open the cell door and entered Harry’s filthy domain. ‘C’mon, I want yah arse out of here, you’re goin’ places. Strip off those rags yah wearin’ then grab yah belongin’s. You’re first off to the ablutions block where I’ll see to it yah get a good hosin’ down… from head to toe. Well come on, look lively and don’t be shy; get naked, son!’

      Having stood under a blast of near-freezing water for just a few minutes Harry’s skin tingled from the effects of the coarse towel he had been supplied to dry himself with, the relentless parasitic itch that usually inhabited every nook and cranny of his body had now blissfully ceased. He felt exhilarated. And as he flung his long, damp hair back across his head, he also felt gratitude: for the first time in months, his hair didn’t stink or feel greasy. As Harry exited the cold ablutions block, he experienced an almost forgotten pleasure from that which came from good fitting footwear, and clean dry clothes.

      But of course, there had to be one dissenter during the prisoner pre-departure communal ablutions chore… Brickie! He had initially made a fuss at being asked to wash, and promptly, in a great display of bad temper hurled the contents of his washbasin over one of the guards. He then threw a block of soap at another guard, scoring a direct hit to the poor man’s eye. His ongoing barrage of expletives and lack of cooperation only relented when the guards dragged some huge, high volume sluice hoses into the ablution block.

      ‘Righto Harry, the wagon’s this way,’ Hawkins instructed, his previous gruff voice replaced with sociable camaraderie. ‘And I’ve got some good news for yah, lad.’

      ‘Pray tell, what’s that? Perhaps your mates intend to drown Brickie with those hoses… that’d be really good.’

      ‘Nah, better than that. It seems the ‘onrable citizen as what dobbed yah in took a terrible hidin’ a few nights back. Damn nearly killed the bastard I believe.’

      ‘Bloody hell, who’d do that sort of thing?’ Harry chuckled cynically. ‘Mind you, it sounds a bit like payback to me.’

      ‘I ‘aint sayin, but the Guv’s been known to move in mysterious ways.’

      Both men laughed jovially then continued their walk side-by-side to the waiting wagon that would deliver Harry and the other prisoners to the docks where the Hougoumont was berthed.

      Harry stopped walking and lightly grabbed Hawkins by the arm. ‘Yah know what Hawkins? When we first met and ever since, I absolutely hated your guts. But you’ve changed a lot since I had that last meeting with the Governor. In fact, you’re not such a bad bastard after all. You’ve taught me just about everything there is to know about animals and farming… and well, I’ve come to trust you. Your unexpected news is therefore most welcome: it sort of squares the ledger, so to speak.’

      ‘It does indeed,’ Hawkins quietly replied as they continued their walk. ‘Well lad, ‘ere we are. I’m sorry, but I must cuff yah and fit yah with leg irons when yah get inside the wagon. Them’s the rules. Don’t worry; they’ll not be too tight.’

      ‘Thanks Hawkins, you’re only doing your job. I hold no grudges my friend. You know, I think I’m actually looking forward to what beckons.’

      ‘That’s good because most prisoners usually start blubberin’ or screamin’ revenge at this stage.

      ‘Anyway, here, don’t forget yah bag and the fifty pennies yah’ve got tucked away in there.’

      ‘Eh?’ replied Harry, astonished. ‘What fifty pennies? How’d you know I had any money in there?’

      ‘That’s for me tah know an’ you tah guess, Harry. Most irregular, eh?’

      Both men smiled as understanding dawned on Harry’s face. They firmly shook hands both knowing they’d never meet again, but thankful they had. ‘Thanks again, Hawkins.’

      ‘Good luck, lad. Look after yahself, an’ keep yah nose clean… if yah know what I mean, eh?’
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      The ensuing eighty-nine-day voyage to Fremantle included a brief stopover in Cape Town for reprovisioning. However, not all the initial passengers were accounted for when the Hougoumont eventually docked in Western Australia on 9th January 1868.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Life at sea as a convict had its advantages, the most telling being that of access to ozone-laden and clean fresh air. No longer forced to inhale the ever-pervasive sulphurous odour of mass humanity, all on board reveled in this natural luxury: often chilly but always invigorating.

      The second most appreciated benefit was the conditional freedom which Captain Cozens afforded all prisoners; daily release from their below-deck confines, for two hours to exercise—weather permitting—and an opportunity to mingle with the free, unrestricted, paying passengers.

      Ordinarily however, prisoners were only permitted to talk with their fellow prisoners, and only provided they gathered in groups of not more than four: armed guards vigorously enforced this. On a rotational basis, only thirty prisoners were ever simultaneously permitted on deck.

      Initially, during reprieves from their cells, the prisoners remained shackled by hand and foot. However, over time, as their part of the bargain “not to misbehave” was demonstrated, their shackles were removed. The alternative, if even one prisoner caused either any anxiety, discomfort, or trouble to any free passenger, or committed any act which threatened the safe sailing of the Hougoumont, all privileges, to all prisoners would be immediately withdrawn.

      Of course, life at sea for prisoners still had significant disadvantages. Being below-decks, in a shared, never motionless common enclosure was almost overwhelming... a predicament the overworked ship’s surgeon could do nothing to alleviate.

      Privacy was always at a premium—particularly during rough weather while trying to balance on a bucket doing what comes naturally—exacerbated every prisoner’s suffering.

      Food however, though adequate, lacked variety and fresh water was rationed from day one, its quantity diminishing rapidly in step with its diminishing quality.

      Two other matters raised their ugly heads to cause considerable torment: one physical, the other mental.

      The prisoners were suffering badly in the many hours of their confinement. Being on or near the equator meant relentless, cloying heat. Even when free to be on deck to capture whatever breeze was created by the Hougoumont’s passage, they all easily succumbed to sunburn, for shade was always scarce.

      The second matter was an innate fear of the sea… a most unwelcome curse for some. By now, everyone on board had seen the huge grey forms that now escorted the Hougoumont. Only the most daring, or foolhardy, lingered long at the bulwark handrails when the wind picked up and the inevitable following swell caused the Hougoumont to pitch, or roll unpredictably.
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        * * *

      

      During the period of equatorial passage, Brickie started to press his luck. He’d been warned of the consequences of misbehaving but persisted in irritating the free passengers with his derogatory comments, unwelcome hand gestures and sexually explicit innuendo. The prison guards initially turned a blind eye to these relatively minor infractions—some in fact being border-line humorous and attracted laughter, an always welcome pastime. But inevitably, Brickie’s misguided sense of importance, his innate need for dominance and smouldering lust came to a head.

      Two young girls, one in her mid-teens, were happily engaged in an innocent game of tag. As they ran along the starboard deck Brickie suddenly thrust out one of his legs tripping the pursuing teenager, sending her sprawling along the deck.

      In an extremely quick pounce for such a large man, Brickie launched himself upon the hapless girl. In an even quicker series of movements one hand easily held the girl down, while the other was under her frock attempting to remove her under draws.

      What Brickie had not previously noticed was Harry, sitting on an empty water keg not four yards away while quietly reading an old newspaper.

      Harry had not seen the thug’s initial tripping action, but looked up as soon as he heard the girl’s shocked gasp as she clattered hard onto the deck. Harry jumped up, quickly appraising the girl’s plight. In three fast determined steps, he delivered a vicious and well-placed kick into Brickie’s exposed ribs.

      Stepping back, Harry watched with satisfaction as the oaf roared in pain while rolling off and away from the distraught girl.

      The girl, though shocked and already sporting a few bruises, scrambled away on her hands and knees into the protective arms of a nearby woman who had witnessed everything… so far. Though the woman tried to comfort the child, it was a difficult task as the teenager was shaking uncontrollably, whimpering and sniffling pathetically.

      Gradually Brickie stood, holding his ribs and wincing in pain. ‘Which one of you fuckin’ bastards did that?’ he bellowed and quickly followed that up with a nonsensical torrent of threatening abuse levelled at the gathering crowd.

      ‘Me, though unlike you, I’ll wager, I actually know both my parents,’ Harry taunted in a strangely controlled voice. ‘So what are you going to do about it? Bad enough that you hurt that poor girl, but to then attempt to molest and embarrass her in public… that’s beyond any measure of decency.’

      The last word had barely left Harry’s lips when Brickie charged. There was no mistaking his rage; huge fists clenched tight as he ran, pig like eyes glaring, nostrils flaring and spittle dribbling from his mouth.

      Brickie rapidly closed on Harry, but Harry was smarter and even quicker, his reflexes smooth and controlled. The thug attempted to deliver his first blow. But Harry side stepped, in the same motion grabbing Brickie by the collar of his shirt and the waistband of his trousers. With unexpected, surprising strength, Harry charged along the deck with his hapless, bewildered assailant doing everything possible not to over-balance.

      Using the remarkable momentum that he’d built up, Harry suddenly released his struggling opponent, sending him flying head-long into the built-in section of the deck’s aft bulwark—hoping that the impending blow would either stun him, or knock him out. But things quickly deteriorated. The stern’s old woodwork smashed apart, no longer being capable of arresting Brickie’s impetus.

      As Brickie disappeared overboard and into the ship’s wake, Harry realised immediately that the stupid oaf was in mortal danger. ‘What have I done? The poor bastard can’t swim, that’s obvious, and despite that knock to his head he’s also just realised where he is. Now the sod’s petrified... and panicking. I can’t just leave the dopey shit to drown. I have to save him!’

      Without another thought, Harry kicked off his boots then started ripping off his clothes, but as he was about to throw his breeches to one side, he suddenly, surprisingly found himself restrained in a vice like bear-hug.

      ‘Don’t be stupid Harry,’ demanded Patrick, his voice just loud enough for Harry to hear, but which he obviously did not immediately recognise. ‘There’s no saving him. Look. The Hougoumont’s increasing her distance from him with every second. Even if you could get to him and hold his head out of the water, you’d never be able to swim back to the ship: you’d both then drown. Besides, there’s no way the captain will attempt a recovery now.’

      ‘Yeah, I suppose you’re right,’ Harry gasped in equal parts of acceptance and grief as he tried to shrug off Patrick’s strong embrace. ‘Nevertheless, that’ll be a bloody cruel death. You do know he’s absolutely shit-frightened of water… any water?’

      In a calm but firm voice, Patrick said, ‘Yes, I do know that, Harry. But mate, right now, that’s the least of his worries. Look behind him; about twenty yards back.’

      Unbeknown to the two observers, they couldn’t see the blood oozing from the cuts inflicted to Brickie’s head and neck. Regardless, it took Harry just a few heart beats to spot the three huge dorsal fins; all were closing on Brickie much quicker than the Hougoumont was increasing her distance from him.

      Brickie’s demise—from falling overboard to disappearing into the ocean’s depths—was over in a less than two minutes.

      Realising that he was no longer being restrained, Harry spun around to confront his temporary captor. ‘Oh... it’s you, Patrick. I didn’t expect you to intervene. But thanks, anyway. Well, I suppose that’s it then, I’m buggered, right? I’m gonna spend the rest of me bloody life in jail, that’s for sure. You blokes will be looking for someone to blame for this.’

      But before Patrick could speak, another authoritative voice replied, ‘Not necessarily, son. Best you come with me and tell all. But first, please make yourself decent: get your breeches back on before you scare the wits out of most of these lovely ladies standing here. They are, after all, my best paying passengers.’

      Despite the seriousness of the circumstances, the captain’s good humour brought a ripple of laughter from the onlookers. ‘And I want you to accompany us, Patrick; I’ll need your account of what happened here.’

    

  

