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INTO THE
FOG

At the start of these memoirs I wrote of a grave error in my
judgement, so great, in fact, that I now fear the ramifications
that will occur as a result. Agreeing to work for Charles Darwin
was not one of them, neither was our little escapade at Corsino
Pires' villa on Santiago, and neither was allowing Mariana on board
the Europa that one stormy night. These three, and the many more to
come, were decisions I look back on with immense affection.

For it was affection that brought Mariana back to the port of
Praia after sundown. A few pebbles thrown at my cabin's port window
caught my attention and we began to converse in silence. Jack and
the rest of the crew were in the bowels of the ship storing our
exotic cargo of jellyfish, but we took no chances. Stood there at
the dockside Mariana gestured for me to catch the end of a length
of rope. I Instantly refused and wildly signalled the reply out of
the open window. Quite tenaciously—a dominate character trait of
hers—she threw the rope up anyway. I had no choice but to catch it,
and with it I also caught a glint in her eye that I had seen all
too often from Jack Swilliam. Apart from knowing that there was no
way to stop this strong-willed woman, I knew that they were
practically made for each other. Without question I tied my end to
a table leg in my cabin and she secured hers to something in the
dark of the dockside. With an abundance of strength—and yet,
elegance—she shimmied up the rope and through the porthole.

So yes, I helped smuggle her on board. Moreover, I kept her
presence a secret for a few days and then she sneaked out and got
herself 'discovered' by Mr Augurio Perera. The ship was so far out
to sea, turning back to Cape Verde just wasn't an option. Nobody
had to know my involvement in the affair.

It turns out that Mariana and her father did not even manage to
leave the port after dropping us off. Instead they conducted a
monumental argument, and from what she told me whilst we sat
together in the cabin, the whole town of Praia stopped to witness
this titanic clash of tempers. All this over Jack! The world is a
curious place.

****

'In all my years of sailing, I have never, never, been
lost before,' timidly announced Paddocks as he descended into the
cargo hold towards his huddled passengers. The only light provided
by a couple of lanterns and the faint glow emulating from the few
sacks filled with our jellyfish bounty. 'The wind suddenly just
died down and, well, come and see for yourself.' We all followed
our trusted captain up to the deck and were met with a wall of fog
so thick it clouded Paddocks' confidence in his abilities. 'There's
just no way of knowing where—,' he hesitated and—with his good
eye—squinted through the mists, '—wait, what's that out there?'

Land. Land and hope! He steered the ship portside but could only
go so close the shore. Swilliam urged him to get us to dry land.
But Paddocks rebutted him with authority. 'Listen, sonny. This is
as far as I go, I'm not scuppering the Europa on rocks we can't
even see because you've lost your wee sea legs!'

'Fine!' Said Swilliam in headstrong defiance. 'Just hurry up so
I can get off this thing.' He returned back to the depths of the
ship closely followed by Mariana. Jack was visually still against
the idea of her presence onboard, but she wasn't giving up without
a fight.

Paddocks took off his raincoat and cracked his tattooed
knuckles. 'Well then, I'll prepare the rowing boat and see what's
out there. Will be back in a wee jiffy.'

Augurio Perera cut in to everyone's surprise. 'Senor Paddocks,
do you not think you'd be of more use here? No one else can steer
this vessel as you do not appear to have employed a crew.' That was
true, we hadn't seen another ship hand, cabin boy or first mate on
the RMS Europa whatsoever.

'Well, err, you see, funny story—,' stammered Paddocks
sheepishly.

'So I propose that I will go into the unknown. Unless
anyone has any objections?'

Paddocks was too busy mumbling to himself to protest and the
Cochran family continued to embrace each other with excessively
worried expressions on their faces—apart from their daughter,
Elizabeth, who looked to be enjoying the freak weather. By the by,
that little girl grew up to be known as Nelly Bly, but that is a
story for another time.

I put my hand on Augurio's shoulder and announced that I would
accompany him. Sure, I wouldn't be much use rowing, but perhaps I
could navigate. A bright idea struck me and I disappeared into the
cargo hold only returning a few minutes later with an odd looking
lantern. Inside of which was a good slog of seawater and a radiant
jellyfish, currently emitting a warm orange light.

'This'll guide us!' Said I proudly.

Augurio Perera certainly had the arms for rowing. All that
racketball practice had certainly paid off. To coin Darwin, Perera
was the natural selection for the job. I, on the other hand, was
not as I proved to be a most nervous navigator. 'Watch out!',
'careful there!' and—mostly frequently— 'for God's sake slow down!'
cried I as we approached land. The jellyfish-lantern contraption
turning the foggy mists all sorts of eerie colours from a cold blue
to a hellish red and everything in between. From time to time the
light began to fade; a quick dunk into the surrounding seawater
soon sorted that. The lantern proved less that water tight.

As we pulled the boat onto the beach something must have spooked
Augurio as he immediately let go and let out a small whimper. I
strained and struggled with the boat by myself until my feet buried
themselves into the sand and the boat began to return to the sea.
Augurio casually stopped it in its tracks with his hands and spoke
so softly and with a distinct abundance of fear: 'we need to go,
Rupert. We need to go, now.'

'What are you on about, man?' Said I wiping my brow.

'I saw something, a little beast it was. Small, red and with a
unnaturally bushy tail!'

Perplexed with that description and beckoned him to follow me in
land. We soon found manmade tracks leading a way through the dense
forest. Our multicoloured presence disrupted some birds nesting in
the trees and my Spanish friend jumped in nervousness. I remained
steadfast with a curious feeling I had been here before.

Augurio Perera grabbed me by my arm suddenly. 'There! There is
the beast!' He shouted in horror.

A red squirrel darted about in front of us. Only pausing to
inquisitively look at us both before running off into the woodland.
We both held our breath until it left and I then burst out
laughing.

'A squirrel! And a red squirrel at that! That was the
beast? Well the good news for you is that now I have no doubt where
we are! Welcome to Brownsea Island, old chap! A tiny little isle
just off the south coast of England. God save the Queen!' Said I
with much jubilation as I knew that it wouldn't be long until we
would be docked in Poole Harbour and back on the sturdy ground of
mainland England and, thus, home.
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