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Chapter 1



THERE WAS, Halfhyde found as he stepped down from the train at the high-level platform of the station near the Town Hall, much nostalgia in his return to Portsmouth. Portsmouth was all navy, the streets would as ever swarm with bluejackets, tough bearded men with a swaggering walk and the very feel and smell of the sea about them as they roistered in and out of the many hundreds of public houses that adorned the port. Though Halfhyde’s many initial regrets at having left Her Majesty’s Fleet had by now been submerged by the happy thought that he owned and sailed his own ship under the Red Ensign of the Merchant Service, the nostalgia was strong, as strong as the damp smell of blue serge sweated into by a naval draft from Chatham that had been on his train out of Waterloo. As he went down the steps to street level, he was submerged by the mass of ratings under the charge of a petty officer second class, a man heavily tattooed as to the backs of his hands. The draft was met by the naval patrol, gaitered seamen under a ship’s corporal who mustered and checked the men before they were fallen in to march to the barracks, while their kitbags and hammocks continued by another train of bare vans to the barracks’ siding on the line that ran into the dockyard.


Halfhyde watched the men march off in column of fours. The town’s traffic was held up for them by a policeman with a bulging stomach and side-whiskers, the tight neck of his tunic seizing him by the neck so hard that rolls of flesh overhung it. There was a bluejackets’ band to head the files: such was good for recruiting, and there was talk of war in the air, had been for some while now. Brother Boer was getting uppish again and might have to be taught a sound lesson, given a sound thrashing for his impudence. If it came, it looked like being a land war rather than a naval one, but all the same, the fleet was making ready, and new battleships and cruisers were being commissioned continually.


The men marched away, the band playing “Goodbye, Dolly Gray.” More nostalgia, the sound of songs of war…Halfhyde shrugged, turned his back and sent a porter to get him a cab. He had no gear with him, he intended returning to London that same day en route for Liverpool, but he was not going to have his father-in-law, if indeed Sir John Willard still regarded himself as such, imagining that he was too penurious to afford one-and-sixpence. It had been Halfhyde’s sense of duty that had impelled him to seek audience with Sir John, nothing else; he did not look forward to the interview and hoped he would be spared a meeting with the unfortunate Mildred.


The porter came back, touching his cap. “Cab’s awaiting, sir.”


“Thank you.” Halfhyde handed the man tuppence, which was gratefully received. The cap was touched again, and the porter led the way to the cab. The scraggy horse was whipped awake and behind the clopping hooves Halfhyde looked out at the Town Hall square, was taken past the Theatre Royal and on past Government House to turn right further along past the back of the military barracks, then left again into the High Street of Old Portsmouth, past the George Hotel with its memories of Lord Nelson, to stop outside the residence of Vice-Admiral Sir John Willard.


Halfhyde got out, looked back at the cabby. “You’ll kindly wait,” he said. “I shall not be long.”


STANDING WITH HIS BACK to the fireplace in his study, Sir John’s face was grim. He snapped, “Master of a gun-runner to the damn Irish rebels!”


“Not so, sir. Well you know it! My crew and I were instrumental in preventing the arms reaching the rebels – as was fully reported in the newspapers—”


“Which was why you asked to see me, no doubt. Because I would know you were in this country. Had it not been for that—”


“I would not have come, sir. That’s true. But in the circumstances, a sense of decency—”


“Hah!”


“Hah notwithstanding, sir, I demand an apology for your accusation of gun-running.” Halfhyde was standing also, and his long jaw was thrust out. There was a hard light in his eye. “You will apologize at once, sir. As a gentleman—”


“Oh, very well!” the vice-admiral snapped, reddening. “If it relieves me of your presence the faster, then I apologize. And now pray tell me what you want of me, Halfhyde.” He paused, glaring distastefully. “I suppose you call yourself Captain Halfhyde now.”


“No, sir. I do not call myself Captain Halfhyde. I am Captain Halfhyde—”


“We’ll not argue the point. Kindly answer my question.”


Halfhyde took a deep breath. “I want nothing of you, sir. I came merely to express my regrets as to the past…and to enquire after Mildred, who is, after all, my wife still.”


“Whom you abandoned.”


“I’m sorry—”


“Sorry indeed! Lady Willard has been far from well since…I wish no damned apologies from you, nor anything else—”


“Nevertheless, sir, I do not run from my responsibilities. Despite financial difficulties, I shall still maintain my wife so far as I am able to do so. I—”


“You can keep your damn money, Halfhyde. My daughter wishes to have none of it.”


Halfhyde shrugged. “Well, you’re far from a poor man, I’ll grant, sir. All the same—”


“Must I repeat it? My daughter will accept nothing from you, d’you hear me?” Sir John’s colour was rising dangerously towards apoplexy. “Your money is tainted and such as you’ve already given her will be returned – there was mention in the newspapers of a woman aboard that ship of yours—”


“Yes. A passenger.”


Sir John glowered. “You expect me to believe that!”


“Perhaps not a passenger only,” Halfhyde admitted. “I am a man, sir, and I have the needs of a man. When one’s wife—”


“What you call needs…my daughter no doubt regards them as disgusting.”


Halfhyde smile frigidly. “You sound as though you agree, sir. In which case I find myself very surprised, not to say astonished, that your daughter was born at all—”


“I regard this conversation as degrading, Halfhyde – and highly improper. If you have no more to say, I’d be obliged if you would kindly remove yourself from my house – and not return again.”


Halfhyde gave an ironic bow. “As you say, of course, sir. May I, as a final request, ask how Mildred is? I am not without some regard for my wife, and I wish her nothing but well, and wish for her happiness. If—”


“My daughter has her interests. She has her horse. She stands in no need of sympathy from you.” Sir John tugged at a bell ribbon, his mouth clamped shut. He said nothing further; when his manservant entered the study, he merely gestured towards Halfhyde, who was at once shown out with no godspeed from Sir John Willard. He re-entered the cab, directing the cabby back to the railway station, his face grim. As he had tried to show, he was not without remorse for a marriage that he should never have entered upon in the first place. That was not entirely his fault, though he had often blamed himself. Lady Willard, scenting a suitable suitor in a lieutenant of the Royal Navy, as Halfhyde had then been, for an unattractive wallflower, had been pressing. She knew well enough there would be no other aspirants. A feeling of pity for Mildred, allied to an excess of whisky taken one night, had done the rest. What little remained of joy in the marriage had evaporated under those very interests of Mildred as mentioned by her father: she was never happy away from straw, horse dung and the hunting field – or the race track. Her face was itself equine, so was her posterior, which rose and fell when she walked, like the buttocks of a horse being gently led around a ring. She lacked only a tail. And bed was far from being her favourite place. She was as cold as a winter’s night in Halfhyde’s native Wensleydale in the North Riding, as unresponsive as Aysgarth Falls when in the grip of ice. When Victoria Penn had come into his life unbidden, across the world in Sydney, Halfhyde had more than welcomed the thaw into the hot sun of summer and – so far as his anxieties in regard to the gun-running Porteous Higgins had allowed – had enjoyed the soft nights beneath the Pacific stars as the Taronga Park had steamed with her clanking engine towards the Chilean port of Puerto Montt.


Going back now to London, Halfhyde’s mind switched from thoughts of Mildred to more fruitful ones: the future. No cavils had emerged from the authorities as to his claim for the refitting of the Taronga Park, her engine-room shattered by fire-axes when halfway across the South Atlantic as a result of Porteous Higgins’ seizure of the ship. Halfhyde had performed a good service for the government by upsetting Higgins’ plans for arms supply to the Irish rebels, and the government had been unusually grateful. But the refit had been a long one; only a few days before, Halfhyde had brought his ship from Queenstown to Liverpool in search of a cargo – and a crew. More than half his original crew, men in the pay of Porteous Higgins, had jumped ship in Queenstown, taking Higgins’ bounty with them, and they had appeared to have made good their escape. Others had died, killed at sea by Higgins or his confederate Gaboon. Halfhyde’s first mate, Perry, had died in Chile. So now there was much to be done, and as ever the future held financial uncertainty. The obtaining of a cargo was the essential factor; Halfhyde was prepared to take a cargo for any of the world’s ports, and on arrival hope to find another to carry him on again to anywhere else.


In the meantime, however, he had something else to do: a call upon the Admiralty the following morning. With the country moving towards war, he could not stand aside, nor might he be allowed to. He was still a lieutenant on the unemployed list, a naval officer in retirement liable to recall. For the future conduct of his livelihood, he had to know where he stood.


HALFHYDE DINED that night, extravagantly, at the Café Royal, accompanied by Victoria Penn who had been waiting for him at Waterloo station. The girl’s face had been somewhat strained as she saw him striding along the platform from the Portsmouth train: he might have been cajoled back to Mildred. But he had at once taken her in his arms and lifted her bodily off the ground, crushing her close. They kissed, and she knew then that all was well. In the privacy of a hansom cab they kissed again, and she asked about his day.


“Better forgotten,” he said crisply. “Though it was not as bad as it might have been. I never set eyes upon the old faggot – Lady Willard. An attack of the vapours, no doubt, at the mere thought of me.”


“And – your wife?”


“She has her horse,” Halfhyde answered, repeating Sir John’s words with a grin. “And what have you been doing in my absence, Victoria?”


She said, “I went along to look at Buckingham Palace.”


“Impressed?”


“Yes,” she said. Victoria Penn, born in the North Riding not so far from Halfhyde’s own boyhood home, had been many years in Australia and now thought as an Australian; and there had been nothing in her life, or in Australia, like Buckingham Palace. “I hoped I might see the Queen, but no. There were a lot of soldiers marching, in red coats and funny hats—”


“Bearskins. They’ll not be wearing their red for much longer. This new-fangled khaki as worn in India…that’ll be what they’ll wear in South Africa.” Halfhyde had bought an evening paper at Waterloo. He flourished the pages at Victoria. “It’s all building up.”


“Let’s forget it,” she said.


“I doubt if anyone wants to do that. The crowds’ll be out soon, cheering their heads off as the troops march off for the railway and the transports.”


“Well, I won’t be cheering. Not if you get involved.”


He took her in his arms again and said no more about the possibilities of war. The cab set them down at Halfhyde’s bidding in Birdcage Walk, and they strolled in St James’s Park, looking at the ducks on the water and Buckingham Palace looming over the green of the trees. It was a peaceful scene, far removed from the gunfire of a land battle or the stormy heave of deep waters and the gale-torn route to the west coast of South America and Australia round Cape Horn. Nevertheless Halfhyde lost himself in thought around that other cape, the Cape of Good Hope, and the ships that might soon be assembling in Table Bay, the warships and the transports that would take out the regiments to rout the overweening Boers and their leaders, Smuts, Cronje, Kruger, farmer-generals in slouch hats, shirtsleeves, waistcoats and bandoliers.


At his side Victoria said, “Come back to London, love. I’m here, right?”


He smiled down at her. “I’m sorry.” They walked on, across the Mall and up St James’s Street into Piccadilly. From the direction of Piccadilly Circus there came something like uproar: a crowd of people, civilians, soldiers, bluejackets, surged along. They were cheering and shouting and singing patriotic songs: “Soldiers of the Queen,” “Goodbye, Dolly Gray,” even “The Girl I Left Behind Me,” brought across the years from Wellington’s armies. The blood-lust was up already. Halfhyde and Victoria were surrounded by the crowd, good-natured, happy, looking forward to stirring news when the British troops were ordered out. A burly bluejacket, a leading stoker by his badges, seized hold of Victoria and planted a smacking kiss before releasing her and moving on, waving his sennit hat in the air, displaying the name of his ship on the ribbon: HMS Powerful. Halfhyde drew Victoria out of the seething mass, turning left along Bond Street to thread through lesser thoroughfares for the Café Royal.


After dinner she was pensive. She said, “That bloody hotel you recommended.”


“What’s wrong with it?”


She shrugged. “Oh, nothing. Just lonely. You could have come there with me. Don’t know why you had to go to that Mrs what’sher-name.”


“Mavitty. She’s an old friend, a good landlady years ago when I was impoverished on the half-pay list – I’ve told you before. I owe it to her to make use of her services again. She’d be hurt otherwise.”


“Soft-hearted, aren’t you?”


“Not particularly. A sense of duty,” Halfhyde said austerely, “doesn’t come amiss at times.”


“And your wife?”


“I did my best. No man can be expected to cling to an icicle, especially when continually upon a horse. Though I’m far from saying I applaud myself—”


“Look, I wasn’t criticizing.”


“I know.” He reached out and laid a hand over hers. “We shall be back aboard tomorrow evening – have patience, as I must myself.”


“That’s all very well. You said you had rooms at Mrs thing’s, didn’t you? That’s not like having just a room in a lodging house, what you do is your—”


“By no means under the good Mrs Mavitty’s roof, Victoria. Mrs Mavitty has principles, just like your own namesake in Buckingham Palace. She would be scandalized at such brazenness and would undoubtedly throw us out into the street. She looks upon me as a gentleman, Victoria.”


She glared at him. “And gentlemen don’t f—”


“Not in Mrs Mavitty’s house.”


Later he saw her to her hotel, not far off Leicester Square. She was ruffled, so much was obvious. Victoria, Halfhyde thought, had much to learn about English life. In basis it was not so different from New South Wales, where morality also prevailed on the surface. But Victoria Penn had come from the King’s Cross district of Sydney, where crime and prostitution prevailed over respectability. To put no finer point on it, she had herself been caught up in prostitution; she had left that, and Porteous Higgins who profited from her activities, behind her with relief. But she was not attuned yet to the outlook of such as Mrs Mavitty who had her good name to consider.


When Halfhyde reached Camden Town Mrs Mavitty had news: Mavitty, a morose, hen-pecked man who escaped as often as possible to the nearest public house, had been informed by a fellow drinker, who had got the word from a friend who worked in a lowly capacity in the War Office, that the British South African colonies had been invaded and that a column of four thousand men under General Symons, part of the Ladysmith garrison in Natal, had come under attack, their camp being heavily shelled by the Boers from Talana Hill. In carrying the hill by assault, his artillery being outranged by the Boers, General Symons had been killed.


“So it’s war,” Mrs Mavitty said, standing arms akimbo and wearing a formidable expression. “Dearie me, sir, all them poor soldiers! But we’ll just show that Kruger he can’t get away with it, won’t we, sir? Mind, Mavitty does get things wrong sometimes…”





Chapter 2



MAVITTY HAD got nothing wrong. Halfhyde confirmed his veracity from the next morning’s newspapers. The correspondents in South Africa had lost no time in sending their cables to London. The country was at war. Outside in the streets the population was going mad, it seemed. Throngs were everywhere, cheering their heads off. Making his way to the Admiralty, Halfhyde found the Mall packed. Speaking to a policeman, he was told that the gates of Buckingham Palace were virtually under siege, with the invisible Queen Victoria being cheered to the echo.


Once inside the Admiralty building, Halfhyde kicked his heels for an hour past the time of his appointment before being taken to the presence of a captain RN wearing a uniform frock-coat agleam with brass buttons and gold-thread stripes. The captain, by name Grant-Pellew, seemed to be in a sour mood.


“Lieutenant St Vincent Halfhyde,” he said, shuffling a file of documents. “Mixed record, what? Some good, some bad – like the curate’s egg. Excellent seaman, no coward, but impetuous. And constantly fell foul of senior officers. Inclined to dispute orders – I don’t like that. Does anyone?” The question was rhetorical. “I see that you were often right but that’s no excuse and don’t quote Lord Nelson at me. Well, what is it you’re asking?”


“Orders, sir. As a lieutenant on the unemployed list—”


“Yes, yes.”


“I am at my country’s disposal, sir, that’s understood. But for purposes of my own affairs—”


“Your own damn affairs have nothing to do with it, Halfhyde. Her Majesty does not concern herself with the personal affairs of her officers and men.”


“Quite, sir. But I think I am in a different position from most people in that I own and command a ship of my own. If I am to return to the fleet, I shall have a number of dispositions to make in regard to my ship and my crew. All I ask is to be informed of what is expected of me – and informed in good time.”


“Really. Well, you have a nerve, I’ll say that, Halfhyde. You will be informed in our good time, not yours.” Captain Grant-Pellew drummed his fingers on the top of an immense desk. “The Taronga Park…oh, you did well enough there by all accounts. The man Higgins. Where’s your ship now?”


“In the Mersey, sir, awaiting a cargo.”


“Yes, I see. Well, I can give you no firm decision, Halfhyde. War is war. If a need arises for your services, you will be informed. In the meantime you need to earn a living, I suppose. But you must confine yourself to home waters, in case—”


“I’m damned if I shall!” Halfhyde said tartly.


Grant-Pellew got to his feet, his face cold. “I remind you of your position. You still come under Admiralty orders when required. You will take no foreign cargoes until you receive clearance.”


“My dear sir, I—”


“That is all, Mr Halfhyde. You may go.”


THE TRAIN JOURNEY to Liverpool was a disagreeable one. Halfhyde was in a seething mood. He had no love for coasting and no love for being inhibited in his movements whilst waiting on the pleasure of the Board of Admiralty. Inaction irked him, and he could soon find himself in sorry financial straits. The Taronga Park was a deep-sea vessel, with too much draft to enter small coastal ports not dredged to take foreign-going ships – besides which it was uneconomic to use such a ship for coastal cargoes, ill-paid cargoes even if they could be found. And again, the coastal ships of England already had the monopoly of their own trade, the trade to which they had long been accustomed and in which their masters were well known to shippers and consignees. Halfhyde and the Taronga Park would be interlopers.


“Stop bloody worrying about it,” Victoria said crossly. “It’ll settle itself if you don’t bloody agitate.”


“If it doesn’t, I may find you too much of an expense,” Halfhyde snapped.


“Well, I like that! Know something, do you?”


“What?”


“Half the time, you’re a bastard.”


She had said it a little loudly. Eyebrows were raised: they were not alone in the carriage. Halfhyde said, “Try to remember this isn’t Australia, much less the Cross.”


They didn’t talk much after that. Halfhyde read the Morning Post. Much military movement was expected; the troop trains would be leaving for Southampton where the transports for the Cape would embark them. Some regiments at home and overseas had already had advance orders: the First Battalion The Border Regiment was expected to be among the first to go, standing by to be trooped from the Malta garrison to Table Bay. At home, the King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry and the Royal Scots Greys were under orders to sail, along with a battalion of the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, and another of the Royal Munster Fusiliers. The list seemed endless…Connaught Rangers, Scots Guards, Loyal North Lancashires, Royal Dublin Fusiliers. Plus, it seemed, half the Empire – Canadian, Australian and New Zealand troops all shortly to converge on Table Bay and False Bay to join the local levies from the South African colonies themselves.


Patriotic as he was, Halfhyde could have wished it all to have happened at a more propitious time. Mentally he ran an eye over his bank balance: less than five hundred pounds. No mean sum as it stood, but little enough to run a ship, pay his seamen and meet his port dues, bunkering costs and stores bills. It was just as well Sir John Willard had turned down his offer of continuing help in Mildred’s support…


IT WAS RAINING when the train pulled into Lime Street station, a typical dirty Mersey day with soot-blackened damp dripping down the bleak walls of the shipping companies’ offices, and sad-looking horses pulling brewers’ drays, bread carts and cabs, leaving their droppings to lie in puddles of water. Coming down to the docks the scene was gloomy though busy even at this late hour of the afternoon, the cranes lifting their long necks to hoist the cargo slings and lower them into the holds of the ships at the quays, the dockers grabbing for the crates and bags with their wicked-looking cargo hooks, implements that could easily be turned into weapons and often were. Liverpool was no soft spot, but it was prosperous, and Halfhyde hoped against hope that he would share in that prosperity as soon as he could arrange for a cargo.


He paid off the cab at the foot of the Taronga Park’s gangway. As he was seen, the watchman emerged from the shelter of a deckhouse: Halfhyde returned the man’s salutation absently as he caught Victoria’s expression.


“What’s the matter, Victoria?” he asked.


The girl shivered. “Liverpool’s the matter, love.”


“You’ve seen it before.”


“This bloody rain.”


“It rained enough in Queenstown.”


“Sure thing! But I thought we’d left it behind.” She gave another shiver and said, “Reckon I’m homesick for Sydney. Can’t you find a cargo for Sydney?”


Halfhyde laughed. “If I do, I’ll be as happy as you. You know one thing, though: I’ll not keep you if you want to go, Victoria. I don’t own you. That’s always been understood.”


Her eyes softened, and she put out a hand to touch his. Then, looking up, she said, “There’s Mr Foster. And it’s bloody wet for us as well as him. Let’s get aboard, right?”


They climbed the ladder to the after well-deck. Foster, Halfhyde’s Second Mate on the run from Sydney for Queens-town, now First Mate in Perry’s place, gave Victoria a hand down to the deck as she reached the head of the ladder. Halfhyde asked, “All well, Mr Foster?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Any word of a cargo?”


“No, sir. I’m sorry.”


Halfhyde shrugged. “Not your fault. It’s early days in any case.” As they walked for’ard to the ship’s central island superstructure, Halfhyde told Foster about his somewhat inconclusive interview at the Admiralty.


Foster said, “Well, sir, let’s hope you’re going to be left in peace.”


“I’m not too sure that I’m a man of peace basically, Mr Foster.” Halfhyde led the way to the saloon. As they sat on a long leather settee beneath the ports, the steward appeared with a pot of tea. Halfhyde went on, “But the war, now. I’ve a feeling it should put some cargoes in the way of many ships, not just the Taronga Park. There’ll be stores to be shipped out to the Cape.”


“They’ll likely go aboard the transports, sir.”


“Not all, not all by any means. Tomorrow morning I shall make my rounds of the exporting agencies.” Halfhyde had not forgotten the strictures of Captain Grant-Pellew at the Admiralty; but if he could obtain a war cargo for Table Bay or Durban, then he would be well prepared to cock a snook at Grant-Pellew.


ONCE AGAIN, as in Sydney when he had first sought a cargo, it was a case of tramping the streets, waiting upon shippers and agents, an undignified proceeding for a master mariner who owned his own ship. Around Water Street and Goree Street, all the purlieus of the shipping companies and exporters…Halfhyde sought solace in the Bear’s Paw between his abortive calls; the Bear’s Paw was a most excellent tavern, and there he could exchange yarns and experiences with fellow masters, none of whom, however, held out much hope of a cargo in spite of the war. The Taronga Park was old and slow and never mind that there were still many square-riggers at sea, sailing in and out of Liverpool – often enough, with a fair wind behind them, they could make a faster passage than the Taronga Park. Besides – and this counted – the Taronga Park and her master had attracted a good deal of publicity after the taking of Porteous Higgins and his arms consignment – and then the subsequent trial at which Halfhyde had been the principal witness for the prosecution. But surely that publicity had been good rather than bad?


“Doesn’t follow at all,” a shipmaster said in the saloon bar one evening.


“Why not?”


“Because people are funny, Captain.”


“That’s no answer,” Halfhyde objected; but on reflection was able to appreciate the point. He and his ship had been a very integral part of a particularly nasty crime on the high seas and mud tended to stick, however unfairly. The Taronga Park, he was to discover after almost a fortnight of abortive endeavour, had become a marked ship in the minds of the agents, almost a ship of ill omen – and any seafarer knew just what that meant. Also, Foster’s words seemed to be proving correct: government stores and equipment were tending to go aboard the government transports and the requisitioned ships, and so far the Admiralty was showing a total lack of interest in chartering the Taronga Park. In the meantime, the costs were mounting. Harbour dues had to be met in due course and were far from cheap; Foster and the watchman had to be paid for standing by the ship. And when at last a cargo should come along, he would have to sign a full crew, and they would want an advance.


Three weeks later an envelope marked On Her Majesty’s Service came addressed to Halfhyde. He opened it with mixed feelings; it was from the Admiralty. It might – though with regrets for his own command accompanying it – bring salvation.


It both did and did not; there was a lack of definition. Halfhyde was not being recalled to the active list of the Fleet. He was being offered a commission as a lieutenant in the Royal Naval Reserve. If he accepted, there was a possibility that his services might be required in connection with the war in South Africa.


“What’s that all about, love?” Victoria asked.


Halfhyde gave her a wink. “Secret orders,” he said.


“Bloody isn’t!”


But he didn’t tell her; he knew she would try to talk him out of putting his neck in danger of the war. And he intended to accept. He foresaw no danger in any case. The Boers hadn’t got a navy and would be most unhandy afloat if they had. He sat at his desk to write a letter in reply and took it ashore himself to post it. Four days later he had a visitor: a card was sent up from the gangway bearing the name of Colonel Bowler, late a prestigious regiment of Light Infantry. Intrigued, Halfhyde left his cabin to meet Colonel Bowler at the gangway: looking down from the master’s deck he saw a short, purple-faced man in a morning coat and tall hat, looking oddly out of place in the workaday scene of the Mersey cargo wharves. A white walrus moustache pointed up the whisky complexion, which was not unlike a blood orange. The colonel was striding up and down with an impatient look. Halfhyde went down the ladder, to be met, as the colonel turned, with a direct stare from very blue eyes.


“Captain Halfhyde, I presume?”


“Yes, sir. May I ask your business?”


“In private, Halfhyde, in private.”


Halfhyde gave a formal bow. “Of course. At your service, sir.” He led the way to his day cabin, more and more intrigued. At closer quarters, Colonel Bowler had a very formidable look: the blood orange was more of a rock than a soft fruit, and the manner was autocratic in the extreme. The body was compact; the bearing was still military although Bowler was obviously retired from the army. In his cabin, Halfhyde gestured his visitor to a chair. “You’ll take a drink, sir?”


“Whisky, thank you,” Bowler said. The voice was crisp and authoritative. Halfhyde poured two generous measures: Bowler took his neat.


“Your very good health, Halfhyde.”


“Your health, sir.” They drank, and Bowler looked appreciative of the whisky’s quality. Then he announced that he was a busy man and so no doubt was Halfhyde and he would not delay in stating the reason for his visit.


He said, “I happen to be one of Her Majesty’s deputy commissioners for prisons and was until lately governor of Her Majesty’s prison at Princetown.”


Halfhyde gave him a sharp look. “Dartmoor Prison, Colonel?”


“Precisely.”


“And the connection with the Taronga Park?”


“Not so much the Taronga Park. With yourself, Captain.”


“But I—”


“Please allow me to explain. I shall do so with as much brevity as possible.” Colonel Bowler took another draw at his glass. “Now: you must understand that what I am about to tell you is, firstly, secret and must not be discussed with anyone else at this stage. Secondly, I do not myself approve of what is going to be done, but that is neither here nor there since I, like yourself, am under the orders of the government – in my case the Home Office and the Prison Commissioners, in yours the Admiralty. I understand you have been appointed to a lieutenant’s commission in the reserve—”


“Yes, sir. Formerly I was—”


“A lieutenant RN – yes, this of course I know. It all has a bearing, as you shall see. As has another aspect – your father-in-law—”


“Admiral Willard?”


Bowler looked irritated. “Who else, my dear fellow – unless you happen to be a bigamist?”


“By no means, sir—”


 “Good. Now, Sir John, possibly to your surprise – I have been very fully informed of all the facts pertaining to you – was instrumental in obtaining a certain mission for you when his advice was sought, and indeed, for the furtherance of this mission, made a recommendation to Their Lordships that you should be employed in the reserve.” Bowler finished his whisky, took out a vast red silk handkerchief and blew his nose with a sound like a cavalry trumpet. From the manner in which his gaze swivelled towards the empty glass, Halfhyde understood that a refill would not be refused; and he obliged.


“Thank you, Halfhyde. Now then: here are the facts. A number, in my opinion, a dangerously high number of what used to be my convicts in Dartmoor has along with men from other prisons volunteered for the war in South Africa. They have volunteered to form a labour battalion under military orders for the construction of defences, gun emplacements, trenches and so forth. As I have already indicated, I am opposed to this, but I have been overruled by the Home Secretary – by the Prime Minister as well. It is considered a fine example of patriotism and bravery; you see – which I can’t deny it perhaps is. Perhaps. It doesn’t take much brain to see that it could be no more than a damned impertinent attempt at a mass break-out either while they are in transit to the ship that’ll take them out to the Cape, or even on the high seas. However, the decision’s been made.”


“And it’s my ship that has been chosen?”


“Not your ship, Halfhyde. You as master, yes, to take out the Dartmoor company. A ship, a sailing ship – a square-rigger – is at this moment being fitted out for the purpose. I’m told you have experience in sail, both in the merchant ships and in the Sail Training Squadron. You are considered a fitting choice—”


“At my father-in-law’s suggestion, sir?”


Bowler nodded. “Largely, yes. But your record at the Admiralty – not wholly admirable, true, since you seem to have made a speciality of being rude to your senior officers, but on the other hand, the important hand, Halfhyde, your seamanship is said to have been of the highest order, and your experience of command both in the fleet and in the merchant service has stamped authority upon you. There is also your reserve commission to add to your authority as master, the authority of HM Government – you have a thoughtful look, my dear fellow,” Bowler said, breaking off his discourse. “Why is that, pray?”


Halfhyde answered with honesty. “Simply because I can’t be sure of my father-in-law’s motives in recommending me, sir. They may be of the highest – he may, though this I doubt, wish me well. Myself, I am persuaded that he’s much more likely to wish me dead, and his daughter free once again.”


Bowler stared back, a hard look, unblinking. “Admirals in Her Majesty’s Fleet don’t behave like that, Halfhyde, as you should know.”


“I am glad of your reassurance, Colonel,” Halfhyde said blandly, “but shall reserve my judgment. Am I to understand that I’m being given an order?”


“It will amount to that,” Bowler answered. “It will be confirmed to you by the Admiralty within a day or two.”


“And the Taronga Park?”


“She remains yours, but will be requisitioned from your ownership shortly to carry stores to Simon’s Town. I am authorized to tell you that you will yourself be placed on pay as a lieutenant RNR from the date of your new commission. You will take your uniform with you but will not wear it unless and until a need arises.”


“And that will arise when?”


Bowler said crisply, “You’ll use your judgment. I think you’ll know very well when and if the need arises.” He passed the rest of Halfhyde’s orders: Halfhyde was to hand over the Taronga Park to his First Mate within four days and then travel himself to Devonport dockyard to take command of the fully-rigged ship Glen Halladale and to await the draft from Dartmoor Prison. Bowler added, “They’re as rough a bunch of gaolbirds as you’d ever meet in a week’s march, Halfhyde, and I don’t envy you. They’ll be well guarded, of course, and the man in charge, one of the senior warders, is a first-class fellow – ex Sergeant-Major of the Black Watch. He’ll use a firm hand; you may be sure.”


“And my crew, sir?”


Bowler said, “Your officers are appointed already. Your First Mate is a sub-lieutenant of the reserve, a man of much experience of sail in the ships of Iredale and Porter, who’re based here in Liverpool as I dare say you know. Your Second and Third Mates are also from the sailing ships. Your fo’c’sle gang you’ll choose and sign yourself, as is your right as master. Have you any other questions?”


“For now, sir, no.”


“Then I shall make my way back to London,” Bowler said, getting to his feet. “If you wish to contact me before you leave Devonport, I am always available at the Board of Prison Commissioners.”


THAT NIGHT was a time for celebration and celebration meant the Bear’s Paw and a number of other hostelries. Neither the time nor the place for a woman: Halfhyde left Victoria Penn in the care of the watchman and went ashore with his First Mate, to whom he had said only that he was being given a naval appointment and must leave the ship to him pending Admiralty requisitioning. The one unresolved matter concerned the girl, Victoria. To her he had said the same as he had said to Foster, and she had reacted badly to possible abandonment. Halfhyde’s response had been that she should not cross her bridges; as master, he could take her with him if only he could outwit any authority who tried to frustrate the taking of a passenger. But this was simply to break her in gently to a parting: Halfhyde had no intention of exposing her to the possible dangers of his human freight, and could always invent a direct order from the Admiralty or Colonel Bowler. Swinging on his long legs past the clutter of the wharves, he put the matter from his mind. He thought instead about the sudden salvation…to be on full pay as a lieutenant and to have the requisition money from the Admiralty – and, as an employed master of the Glen Halladale, no running expenses, no crew payments to meet. It would mean plenty of money in his pocket and a nice capital sum when the war in South Africa was over and his ship handed back to him. It would be worth the dangers. What nagged most at him was Sir John Willard: the old fossil, with the old faggot Lady Willard, might well be sniggering up their wealthy sleeves at the thought of the detested St Vincent Halfhyde being attacked at sea by a bunch of thugs out of Dartmoor…Bowler had spoken before he went ashore of the dregs of Dartmoor, men who were in for hard labour, some of them lifers, men who were undergoing penal servitude for grievous bodily harm and manslaughter, which he said was an euphemism for unprovable murder. It was only too clear that Bowler was expectant of trouble and had scant belief in the professed patriotism of the convicts. One hundred men clamped below hatches all the way out to South Africa: at the best, it would be no bed of roses for those who had to drive the Glen Halladale south through wind and weather, and through the mind-deadening lassitude of the Doldrums…but tonight was a time to forget his worries and look to a more financially assured future. And to enjoy himself, and Foster too, by drinking deep: in the morning they would both regret it, but Halfhyde wouldn’t cloud his pleasure by thinking about the morning.
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