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(Jack Barret-Circa 1754, aka…The Buccaneer Kid)

The story of…. “Jack”.
  
Today, like in the days of sail, the waves and wind still sweep across the waters of Halifax Harbour. It tickles our faces, blows our hair, and sends the smells of bakeries and coffee drifting throughout the busy streets. However, if we were to stroll along the present-day Halifax waterfront, little would we know that deep beneath the hotels and tourist shops that line the water’s edge, there once lay a series of log and stone tunnels. These tunnels supported the wharves and houses that lined the harbors’ edge and spread out like black eels under the very feet of the inhabitants up above. 

To be truthful, hollow wet voids would better describe the darkness beneath the town. Although light did get in, and very little wind, they were damp and smelly, not unlike the insides of the British warships that plied the cold Atlantic waters. They would however do, for this was no ordinary port town, and this was no ordinary boy who lived here.…. His name was Jack. 
For a moment, let’s gently drift back into the shifting shadows of time….
The year was 1750…. 
From the curtains of another world, two eyes watched as whitecaps smacked against the side of the tall wooden ship, stifling the sounds of the silent intruder. The thief’s disheveled brown hair swept into his eyes, causing them to water and blink uncontrollably. His strong fingers clung confidently to the mooring rope as he monkeyed his way higher and higher between wharf and ship. Here goes nothing! He murmured under his breath.
Jack was an orphan. He didn’t remember his father. His only memory of him was on one occasion, when he had been lifted high above his father’s head. Memories of his mother were stronger, but even these were marred by the clouds of time.

Today, his concerns however were more about survival! His stomach growled as his nostrils filled with the smell of tar, salt fish, and something else resembling molasses. 

Nimbly he climbed onto the deck of the warship. This wasn’t the first time he had made this journey, nor surely, the last. English warships were common in the sheltered waters of Halifax, creaking and groaning with the rise and fall of the rallying tides. Yet these soon resembled forsaken ghost ships as crews rushed to spend their meagre incomes amidst the bars and brothels of the enticing waterfront. 


Another type of ship rocked and groaned nearby too. The brigantine. It boasted a full set of sails as well as a more ominous purpose. Its heavy timber beams slid forward and back with the waves. Sixteen cannons peered from its’ high wooden sides and the name Nymph was carved neatly on its’ starboard bow.

Onboard now, Jack paused to listen. A red dragonfly paused in mid-flight, hovering intently near his nose. Jack returned its’ curious gaze, but the insect refused to move. 
Go on now. Whispered the boy. What are you doing out at night…and on this ol’ sloop? Get on then!
 
Finally, the insect drifted away. Jack continued his quest as he released a slow careful breath. Stealthily, he made his way into the musty depths of the old wooden ship. In the distance, he could hear the music and chattering from the crowded pubs and brothels.

Inside the ship’s dark interior now, he noticed a barrel full of swords standing posthumously in a corner. A chill swept down his spine. Scratched and chipped, they smelled of old blood as they awaited sharpening for the next battle at sea. Ignoring them, the boy gathered himself and slipped silently into the captains’ room….

Jack’s fourteen-year-old frame was tall and lean. He cursed his hair as he brushed it back behind his ear. Feeding his growing frame was no easy feat. Daily, his stomach growled indignantly as if to voice its’ own displeasure. Shhh, Jack whispered, scowling at his belly. Ye’ll get us caught, you daft thing!

Suddenly footsteps sounded on the deck above, and the boy sensed the unmistakable movement of the boat as the weight of a man cast itself upon the stillness of the ship. A lantern beam flickered through the cracks — too close. Yet, Jack wasn’t finished! He was famished and though stealing food from sea scoundrels like this was risky, he wasn’t leaving empty handed. His stomach growled louder. 

Listen stomach…if ya get me caught…! Then ya really won’t have a say in the matter! He whispered under his breath once again.
He gulped, forcing away an impending sense of dread. For one split second he considered a hasty retreat. What if he should be caught? What unpleasantries would thieving pirates do to… thieving boys? He shivered at the prospect.

Jack shrugged his shoulders and held his ground. He had a mission, and nothing was going to stop him tonight. To be truthful, nothing ever did. It wasn’t hard to see why he did everything alone.

A fast as a diving sparrow, Jack’s plan changed. He quickly grabbed a sack of what looked to be bread, stuffed it in his shirt, and made his way into the darkest corner of the room. A desperate move. However, just in time! The sound of footsteps echoed down the thick wooden staircase leading to a heavy hinged door which as our hero had previously guessed, belonged to the ship’s captain.

There was also one more small issue…. This wasn’t a regular ship. This was a privateer ship. Privateer was another word for legalized pirates. Pirates who were employed illicitly by the Queen! There was nothing peaceful about the purpose of this vessel. Blood stained the sails. This was a working pirate ship!

The heavy wooden hinges squeaked unpleasantly as the door swept open. Jack noticed that it hadn’t opened too quick...or too slow. A sign he hadn’t yet been discovered. The footsteps entered the room. He bit his lip to stop it from trembling. His hiding spot was a rack holding one long trench coat attached securely to the wall. Luckily, the only light that threatened Jack’s concealment came in through a window at the far side of the room. 

Suddenly the man crossed directly towards the boy. Jack’s heart sank, yet he also became surprisingly calm. Prepared. Jack had been given this from some distant ancestor, a type of thinking calm which can sometimes be learned …. but can also be inherited. He reasoned away his fear. One more step ‘till game time. He convinced himself.

The man fumbled with his coat. Suddenly his jacket fell to the floor, missing the hooks entirely in the darkness. The man bent over to grab and re-hang it when he froze. He stared numbly at two bare feet! What the…...? He exclaimed, standing bolt upright. Jack’s eyes met the surprised gaze of the tall black-haired man. His eyes were heavy browed and watery. 
Why…. your jacket sir! Snapped the young lad, and with that, Jack threw the trench coat heavily over the man’s head as he sped past. All this happened within the blink of an eye. 
 
Jack didn’t stop. His legs uncoiled like springs, flinging him through a gap and out into the cool night air. He hit the deck hard, rolled, and sprinted. Behind him, curses and heavy footsteps thundered.
The harbour was alive with creaking ships, the slap of waves, the smell of fish guts. Jack darted between barrels and coiled nets. The stranger was no slouch however, and Jack sensed his speed was almost equaled by the pursuer. Of course, Jack knew there was only one way out .... he had to jump!

Over the side he leapt, down into the watery darkness. 
Somehow, he managed to control the direction of his fall by sliding his hand along the wooden side of the ship. Had he not done so, he would’ve hit the rocks and logs of the pier only inches away!

Jack’s young body slammed heavily into the water. Cold seawater swallowed him whole. For a moment, all was muffled silence — just the burn of salt in his nose and the thud of his heart in his ears. Then he kicked, broke the surface, and gasped.
The icy cold water of the Atlantic rushed through his clothing. His rags were of little warmth, yet Jack was no stranger to tactics of evasion. Like a fox uses trickery to escape, so could Jack when danger loomed! Instead of swimming back to the surface, he elected to swim further under the rounded hull of the 
huge ship, to the opposite side of the boat. Barnacles brushed against his back, scraping his young skin. Silently he surfaced, his hands wiping the salt water from his eyes.

The boy slid a massive patch of floating kelp over his head, then quietly listened. Silence after chaos, he mused. Through the cracks of the wharf above, Jack could see the lights from the street candles. He slid quietly along the slippery side of the ship, and hearing nothing more from above, or below, swam stealthily under a nearby wharf.
 Catching his breath, Jack’s heartbeat began to slow, but even this was short-lived. Suddenly something large brushed against his leg. The boy stared into the dark murky depths below. Again, it happened! This time it was a swish of water...green scales flashing in the starlight, then nothing! Jack froze! He clung to a tangle of kelp, chest heaving. Finally, when the water settled again, he decided he’d had enough!
Yup…time to go! He joked to himself, trying to calm his tattered nerves. 
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