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Chapter One

	Departure

	To any casual onlooker the sight before their eyes was typical of decades of farewells as their men were going off to sea watched by their loved ones worrying when they would see their man safe home once again. On this occasion however, the onlooker would fail to grasp that just four days ago each of these people standing around on the wharf hadn’t the faintest idea who the others were.

	Two women stood on the wharf watching as Stephen went to release the mooring lines, all the time the low throb of the boats engines certainly appeared to Nita that Finbar wanted to get Stephen away from this place and any further danger. Wincing suddenly a sharp pain from his broken ribs shot through his body as he went to release the bow line. Mick, who was just watching him getting ready to cast off from his office doorway saw his face contort his right arm moving quickly to hold and support his ribs. Moving quickly across the wharf towards the bow of the boat he called out.

	“I’ll get the bow line Steve you see to the stern one, ok?”

	“Thanks, Mick.” He replied breathing quickly trying to control the sickening pain coursing through him. He turned to go back to the stern line and looking back over his shoulder said,

	 

	 

	1

	“Sorry about the upset Mick, I hope it’s not been too disruptive.”

	Standing holding the bow line firmly the man smiled and replied.

	“Ho-ho, no worries, it’s not every day we have this much excitement. All that gets us going round here is usually when the bucket train breaks, or some greenhorn falls off the barge into the river. I’m going to miss all this over the next few days. Anyway, you take care of yourself and look after those ribs. Call when you come back up the river in September, okay?”

	Nodding an acknowledgement, “I’ll do that, thanks.” Stephen replied, continuing back to the stern of the boat and the mooring line. Standing for a moment holding the mooring rope he’d just released he looked towards the two women watching from the wharf. Nita had her arm around Shamir’s shoulder in an almost protective way, her eyes held his gaze firmly; those beautiful rich brown eyes he thought to himself. Her soft voice floated over the breeze above the drumming of Finbar’s engines.

	“Did you hear what Mick said Stephen? Take care...! I still think you should wait another day or so, you’re really not fit enough to make the rest of the journey.”

	After a moment’s hesitation, thought even he called back.

	“Nita, I have to go, if I stay any longer my entire schedule will be wrecked, I have to be back at work. I hear what you are saying but I’ve lost too much time already.”

	At this little Shamir called.

	“I’m sorry Mr Leigh-Grace, this is all my fault, it’s because of me you’re hurt and now you’re late as well... I’m sorry but thank you, you saved David’s life and mine thank you.”

	He could hear in her voice the anxiety, the distress she was feeling. He saw Nita’s arm tighten around her shoulder holding her a little tighter. In his best reassuring tone he called back.

	“Shamir, it’s not a problem, honestly. I’m glad you’re safe and I hope David continues to recover. If it works out for the two of you in the future when all the dust has settled, then I really do wish you the best, all right!”

	“Yes okay, thank you,” Shamir replied, “I’m sorry,” she repeated.

	He raised his good arm in acknowledgment then looked up at Mick standing at the bow waiting patiently, holding the rope firmly.

	“Let go!” he called.

	Mick quickly turned a few loops into the rope as the current pulled Finbar’s bow away from the wharf and deftly threw the line onto the foredeck as the gap grew between the boat and the wharf. Raising his arm in a farewell gesture he called.

	“See you, mate, take care.”

	Stephen waved back and Mick turned back to his office. Still holding the stern line Stephen looked once more towards Nita and Shamir as Finbar was now almost 45 degrees to the wharf now and tugging hard on the rope like a puppy would on a lead. The boat wanted to be away,

	to be let off and run free. He hesitated briefly while his eyes took in this moment then let go the stern line from his grip quickly pulling the remainder of the rope back onto the deck taking the turns from around the bollard on the wharf and back onto the boat like a coiling snake.

	Finbar was away, caught by the current she drifted out into the middle of the river. Raising his left arm in a farewell wave he turned and moved into the saloon to the helm position. In a moment the engines increased in revolutions, becoming smooth and sounding powerful and dominant as Finbar took control of the river current. From the helm position he looked back through the aft saloon doors at the two women standing on the wharf. They appeared so alone and isolated in their surroundings, silhouetted by the spring sunshine behind them. He was just in time to see Nita’s arm fall by her side from her wave goodbye.

	Giving Shamir’s shoulder a gentle squeeze she said quietly.

	“Come on young lady let’s get you back to the hostel.”

	Turning, the women walked back to where the car was parked. As Nita unlocked the doors on the key fob, Shamir, looking over the roof of the car said.

	“He’s a good man, Ms. Patel, he really is, I hope he gets better soon.”

	She climbed into the passenger seat and closed the door. Nita glanced over her shoulder one more time looking across the wharf towards the river and Finbar. She was quite a way down river now and moving round a bend.

	“So do I, Shamir,” she said quietly to herself, “so do I.”

	She could still just make out the distant sound of the engines’ steady drumming. As she went to get into the driver’s seat a voice called from the direction of the office.

	“Nice meeting you detective, I hope you get them all!”

	Raising herself out of the seat a little to look back over the roof of the car, she saw Mick standing in the office doorway holding a mug of something hot in his hand.

	“I think we will, Mick, we’ve got two of them already and we have a good idea where the brother is.”

	He raised his mug in a sort of acknowledgment, a toast, took a sip and turned back into his office closing the door behind him. Nita sat down again fastened her seat belt, started the engine and looking at Shamir briefly selected first gear, released the hand brake and with the tires scrabbling a little for grip on the broken surface of the wharf drove towards the main gate and out onto the road.

	In his office Mick took a drink from the mug, set it down on the desk sat back in his chair with a bit of a sigh and putting his feet on the desktop listened to the peace and quiet descending once more on his little domain. He suddenly realized he was smiling as from the radio in the adjoining room the strains of a Rod Stewart song drifted through to where he was in the office.

	‘...we are sailing, we are sailing, home again, cross the sea...’

	Almost sub-consciously he realized he was humming along to the tune and it occurred to him just how ironic this song was in view of the events of the last four days.

	 

	
(96 hours earlier)

	The CB radio, covered in a layer of dust on the shelf above the office desk crackled into life, a man’s voice spoke, it sounded breathless and there was a note of urgency in its tone.

	“This is the motor cruiser Finbar II, Finbar II calling NCB wharf No 4 at Portbridge urgent! Over.”

	Silence followed for a moment or two then the message was repeated only this time the pitch of the caller’s voice was slightly higher and seemed more agitated. From an adjoining room a radio was playing some loud rock song. A chair in the room scraped on the floor and a short, slightly rotund man shambled into the office. Unshaven and looking rather scruffy, dressed in overalls, wearing a heavy jacket with bright orange panels sewn into the back and front and sporting the letters NCB across the shoulders. He took a drink from the mug he was carrying, set it down amongst the numerous papers and files that littered the desk, reached for the handset from the shelf above the desk then sat down heavily on the chair at the desk. Keying the button on the side of the mic he spoke; his voice had a heavy local dialect.

	“Finbar 2 this is NCB Portbridge, what’s up mate?” The reply was instant and agitated.

	“I need an ambulance and the police to meet me at your wharf as soon as possible, I should be there in 10 to 15 minutes. I’ve got two people on board who are seriously injured. I think one of them is dying. !”

	The message definitely hit the man’s attention button, sitting bolt upright in the chair his reply was equally as quick as the caller’s original one.

	“Say again mate, you need what.  ?”

	The reply came back. “I need an ambulance and the police. NOW!”

	The man in the office responded.

	“Okay, okay, son, I’m on to it. Calm down ...I’ll get back to you. out.”

	Throwing the mic onto the desk he reached for the telephone and dialed three numbers. After a moment’s delay, he spoke.

	“Hello… yes, erm, ambulance, please, and police.” Another delay, he waited then said. “This is the NCB wharf at Portbridge. Someone on a boat has just contacted me to say he has two people on his boat who are badly hurt, he thinks one of them might be dead!” The man listened for a moment, then said, “Oh, yes my name… my name, its Mick, Mick Holmes I’m the wharf manager here.” He listened as another question was asked. “The other guy? I don’t know, just a minute.”

	Picking the mic up, Mick spoke urgently into it. “Finbar, Finbar this is Portbridge, what’s your name

	mate, they want to know your name?”

	There was a pause.

	“I’m Stephen.  Stephen Leigh-Grace, with a ph, with

	a hyphen, are they on their way?

	“Yes,” Mick replied, “its okay buddy I’ve called them, I’ll get back to you in a mo, right.”

	Reaching for the phone again he said, “The guy on the boat...oh, you heard, yes... Stephen Leigh-Grace, he says with a ph and a hyphen, whatever that means. The person on the other end of the phone obviously knew it was a spelling and informed Mick so because he chuckled and replied.

	“Oh right, got it. Bloody hell what a name.” He listened to the next question and replied. “He reckons he’ll be here in 10 to 15 minutes.”

	Another pause then, “Okay thanks.” With that he put the phone down and picking up the CB mic once more spoke.

	“Finbar, this is Portbridge. By the way my name’s Mick and they’re all on the way Steve. What happened, mate? Have you had an accident or something?”

	As an afterthought he added before Stephen could reply. “Oh… and what are you on by the way, over.”

	The reply came back. “Thanks Mick, too long a story right now but I’m on a Birchwood 33 Sportsman, white over. I should be there in the next 8 to 10 minutes, but I can only make 6 knots safely because of the wash, you know?”

	Mick replied. “No worries, mate, we’ll all be here when you arrive.”

	Thinking for a moment he added, “Steve, use the lower end of the wharf, the down-river end when you get here. It’s in a better condition than the top half, okay!”

	As Stephen confirmed he had understood Mick’s instructions the CB came alive with other river boats and barges complaining about an idiot breaking the 4mph speed limit, also in the distance he could hear sirens coming nearer. Over the next few minutes the wharf area became a hive of activity as one emergency vehicle after another arrived responding to the call.

	The driver of an ambulance response car came to the office door where Mick now stood watching all the activity in his usually quiet domain.

	“Did you put the call in from this boat?” he asked.

	Mick nodded then added, “He should be here in the next 5 minutes I guess. Isn’t this a bit of a bloody over kill?”

	The ambulance man glanced over his shoulder briefly at the assortment of ambulances and police vehicles now gathered on the wharf, then looking back at Mick, replied in a more serious tone.

	“No... We don’t know what we are dealing with until he arrives. Is it possible to speak to the boat owner?”

	“Sure” Mick answered and turning on his heals walked back into the office followed by the ambulance man. Reaching for the mic he spoke into it.

	“Finbar, Finbar, this is NCB Portbridge, receiving over.”

	In a moment Stephen answered, “Yes, go.”

	Mick spoke again, “Steve its Mick, I’ve got a medic here who wants to talk to you.”

	Stephen came back straightaway, “Okay Mick thanks.”

	Passing the mic to the paramedic he went to show him how to operate the radio then smiled as he realised the guy already knew and was calling Stephen back.

	“Hello, I’m a paramedic, my name is David, is that Stephen?”

	The answer came back, “Yes.”

	The medic continued, “Can you tell me what has happened and what injuries have been sustained by the casualties? Over.”

	Stephen came back again, “I have two people on board, a young woman who I think is just stunned. She keeps waking up and speaking then passing out again. She has a lump on her head, the right side and some cuts. There is a man who is unconscious with serious head injuries; his breathing is shallow and wheezy. I can’t get any response from him at all over.”

	The medic spoke again, “Can you tell me what happened? Over.”

	Mick became aware at this point that another man had entered the office, dressed in a suit and wearing a raincoat. He looked him up and down and said.

	“CID I take it?”

	The man who was a head taller than Mick and slimmer looked at him and nodded.

	“Got it in one, sir,” holding up his badge very briefly for Mick to see, “I’m DS Allen and my buddy here,” he gestured over his shoulder, “Is DC Syms.”

	A taller man, quite a bit younger than the first one also dressed in a suit was standing behind the detective sergeant. To be honest he only appeared to be a youth to Mick. Before he could ask any more questions the CB crackled again.

	“I am en-route to the Marina on the estuary from my mooring up-river and came across the two people I have here now being attacked by two men in this field by the side of the river. They were giving the man a right bloody kicking; he never had a chance. The woman, well she looks more like a girl than a woman, tried to get between them but was decked by one of them. I sounded my horn and steered towards the bank. The two guys saw me and jumped into their car and drove off across the field. I managed to get the boat almost alongside the bank and got both casualties on board. The girl is on the sun deck, but I could only get the guy onto the swimming platform at the stern. He was too heavy but he’s safe and I’ve covered him up. They’re both in a right mess, all covered in mud and stuff.” After a moment’s hesitation Stephen continued. “Did you get all that? Over.”

	The medic confirmed he had and putting the mic down stood up and turned to walk out of the office at the same time began speaking into his personal radio on his jacket. He nodded at the detectives who turned to follow him out of the office. Mick followed and heard the medic saying.

	“...requesting a second unit be rolled to this incident, over.”

	Calling to the crew standing by their ambulance, he said.

	“Two casualties, one unconscious with suspected head injuries, one stunned; don’t know any more at the moment. I’ve asked for a second unit.”

	By now he’d reached the back of the rapid response car, opening the door he took two green rucksacks out slipping an arm into one of the shoulder straps on each bag, then reaching for another red bag this time closed the door locking the car with the fob setting the alarm with a bleep. Calling across to the other medic crew again he said.

	“Trolley, chair and oxygen.”

	Acknowledging the instructions, with a wave they disappeared into the back of the ambulance to re-appear a couple of minutes later and set off across the wharf to the rivers’ edge wheeling the trolley stretcher with the oxygen cylinder on and pulling a small collapsible chair behind them. They met the response medic half-way and he put his bags onto the trolley and along with the gathered company of police and the growing number of on-lookers set off to the edge of the wharf where Mick was already awaiting the arrival of Finbar.
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