Chapter Three ‘The Hunt’
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We had company to dinner that day. Mr. Wopsle, the clerk at church, came to dine; and Uncle Pumblechook, Joe’s uncle, who was a well-to-do corn-merchant in the nearest town.

When Joe and I got back from church, we found the table laid, Mrs. Joe dressed in her best, the dinner cooking, and everything most splendid. And still not a word of the morning’s robbery!

I had suffered a great deal in church, where I had prayed that I might be forgiven for my sins.

The moment came when we all sat down at table. I ate what was given me as if in a dream. The meal was almost over, and I had begun to think that I was safe, when my sister said to her guests: “You must taste a slice of my pie.”

I held on tight to the table-leg.

Must they! They had little hope of tasting that pie!

Uncle Pumblechook, who was a large-breathing, middle-aged, slow man, with a mouth like a fish, dull staring eyes, and sandy hair that stood upright on his head, said: “Well, now, Mrs. Joe, we’ll do our best to deal with it.”

My sister went out to get it. I saw Mr. Pumblechook balance his knife. I heard Joe say, “You shall have some, Pip.” I felt that I could bear no more. I let go of the leg of the table and ran for my life.

But I got no farther than the house door, for, as I threw it open, I ran headfirst into a party of soldiers with their muskets; one of whom held out a pair of handcuffs to me, saying: “Here you are—these are for you, my boy!”

The sight of the soldiers on our door-step caused the dinner party to rise in some confusion, and caused Mrs. Joe, coming back into the kitchen with empty hands, to stop short and stare, as she said, wonderingly: “The pie’s gone!”
It was a sergeant who had spoken to me. He was now looking round at the company with the handcuffs held out in his right hand, and his left on my shoulder.

“Excuse me, ladies and gentlemen,” he said. “I am on a chase after escaped convicts, and I need a blacksmith.” His eyes settled on Joe. “The lock of these handcuffs is broken,” he said, “and they may be wanted for immediate service. Will you have a look at them?”
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Joe looked at them and announced that the job would take a little while; in the meantime, perhaps the soldiers would like to step inside and take a little to eat and drink; which, of course, they were only too glad to do.

“D’you think you’ll catch these convicts, sergeant?” asked Mr. Wopsle, when the men had been supplied with food and drink.

“Yes,” replied the sergeant. “They’re pretty well known to be out on the marshes still. Anybody here seen anything of them?”

Everybody, except me, said no, with confidence. Nobody thought of me.

At last, Joe’s job was done. As he put on his coat again, he proposed that some of us should go with the soldiers and see what came of the hunt. Mr. Pumblechook had no such desire, but Mr. Wopsle said he would go, if Joe would. Joe said he would take me too, if my sister approved. My sister said: “If you bring the boy back with his head blown to bits by a musket, don’t expect me to put it together again.”

The sergeant gave us strict orders to keep behind the soldiers, and to speak no word after we reached the marshes. When we were out in the raw air, I whispered to Joe, “I hope we shan’t find them.” And Joe whispered back, “I’d give a shilling to know they were off the marshes, Pip.”

We struck out on to the marsh through the gate at the side of the churchyard. A bitter rain came beating against us, and Joe took me on his back. I considered for the first time whether my convict, if we came upon him, would suppose that it was I who had brought the soldiers there? But it was no use asking myself this question now. There I was on Joe’s back, and there were the soldiers in a line in front, moving towards the Battery.
We had been walking some time when, of a sudden, we all came to a stop. There had reached us, on the wings of the wind and the rain, a long shout. It was repeated. No—there seemed to be two or more shouts raised together.

The sergeant and his men started running off to the right, and Joe ran after them so fast that I had to hold on tight to keep my seat.

As we came nearer to the shouting it became more and more certain that it was made by more than one voice. When we had run the noise close, the sergeant went in first, with two of his men close behind. The others stopped and levelled their guns.
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“Here they are!” cried the sergeant, struggling at the bottom of a ditch. “Surrender, you two! And curse you for a pair of wild beasts! Come out of it!”

Water and mud were flying, curses were being shouted, and blows were being struck, when some more men went down into the ditch to help their sergeant, and dragged out, separatley, my convict and the other one.

“Mind!” said my convict, wiping blood from his face with his sleeve, “I took him! I gave him up to you! Mind that!”

“It’ll do you small good, my man,” replied the sergeant. “Handcuffs there!”

“I don’t want it to do me any good,” said my convict, with a greedy laugh. “As long as he knows it, that’s enough for me.”

The other convict seemed to be bruised and torn all over. He could not so much as get his breath to speak until they were both separately handcuffed.

“Take notice, guard—he tried to murder me,” were the first words he said.

“Tried to murder him!” replied my convict. “Me—try and not do it! I took him and gave him up—that’s what I did. I dragged him back—”

“He tried to kill me,” interrupted the other. “I should have been a dead man if you had not come up.”

“Shut up, the pair of you!” the sergeant said shortly. “Light those torches, you.”

As one of the soldiers, who carried a basket instead of a gun, went down on his knees to open it, my convict looked round him for the first time—and saw me. I had got down from Joe’s back, and stood on the edge of the ditch. I looked at him and slightly moved my hands and shook my head, to let him know that I was innocent. He gave me a look that I did not understand, and it all passed in a moment.

The soldier with the basket soon got a light, and torches were handed round. It had been almost dark before, but now it seemed quite dark. Before we moved, four of the soldiers fired twice into the air. Soon we saw other torches burning at some distance behind us, and more on the marshes on the opposite bank of the river.

“All right,” said the sergeant. “March!”
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We had not gone far when three cannons were fired ahead of us, with a noise that seemed to burst something inside my ear. “You are expected on board,” said the sergeant to my convict. “They know you’re coming. Close up there.”

We followed the soldiers and their prisoners to a rough wooden hut and a landing-place beside the river. There was a guard outside the hut and three or four soldiers resting inside. The sergeant made some kind of report, and entered something in a book.

My convict never even looked at me. While we stood in the hut, he looked thoughtfully at the fire that burned there, but suddenly he turned to the sergeant and said:

“I took some food, up at the village—”

“Stole it, you mean,” interrupted the sergeant.

“Well, I couldn’t starve, could I? And I’ll tell you where I took them from. From the blacksmith’s. It was a bit of bread and cheese and some brandy and a pie.”

“Have you happened to miss such a thing as a pie, blacksmith?” the sergeant asked Joe.

“My wife did—at the very moment when you came in. Didn’t you know, Pip?”

“So,” said my convict, looking at Joe, “I’m sorry to say I ate your pie.”

“You were welcome to it,” returned Joe. “We wouldn’t have you starve to death, would we, Pip?”

The convict’s mouth moved as if he wanted to say something more, but he suddenly turned his back on us. A minute or two later, there came a shout that the boat was waiting for him. We followed him to the landing-place and saw him put into the boat, which was rowed by a crew of convicts like himself. By the light of the torches, we saw the black Hulk lying out a little way from the shore, held by great iron chains. We saw the boat go alongside, and we saw him taken up the side and disappear. Then the torches were thrown into the water and went out, as if it were all over with him.
