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Chapter One

	 

	IT WAS QUITE probable that, if his plane had not been an hour early, destroyer Wind Rode would have sent a boat across the Brisbane River to bring her new captain on board.

	Probable, but not completely definite, Lieutenant-Commander Peter Bentley was to decide an hour after he had joined his new command. But at this time, four o’clock on a scorching Brisbane afternoon, Bentley felt no qualms in his capacious boxer’s breast—he was filled only with a sense of impatience to get across the muddy stream and step on board the destroyer he could see inboard of a corvette, moored at a long pier of the fitting-out yard below the soaring arch of the Storey Bridge.

	The aircraft on the flight up from Sydney had been clean and cool, so Bentley’s khaki shirt and shorts still looked freshly ironed. It would be months of sea-time before the brand-new two and a half gold rings on his shoulders took on their patina of use and experience.

	He could have seated himself in the small ferry-passenger shed on the wharf, but he chose to pace up and down the wooden planks. Every few seconds his lean, tanned face would swing and he would stare across the river. Then he would glance at his watch.

	His straight lips twisted in a self-conscious grin; he had another half-hour to wait before the expected time of his arrival, before he could hope for a boat across. He turned at the head of the pier and came back along its edge more slowly.

	Above him, through a barricade of buildings, came the muted roar of the Queen Street traffic. From somewhere down the twisting river pierced out, strident yet mournful, two blasts on a steamship’s siren. Automatically his mind registered that she was turning to port. And then, consciously, his thoughts turned back to those last drinks in his old captain’s cabin aboard the modern Fleet destroyer Scimitar.

	“And now, my boy,” Captain Sainsbury had said to him, his vulturine head lowered so that he looked up at his erstwhile first-lieutenant through lidded eyes, “here comes the advice. A new broom, of course, sweeps clean. But there are a hell of a lot of corners in a ship. Some of them have gathered dust, perhaps. But sometimes it is a good thing if one leaves certain dust undisturbed.”

	His pinched lips had extended themselves a fraction in the closest his vinegary face ever got to a smile. “You follow me?”

	Bentley had grinned back at him, affectionately.

	“There are times when the Nelsonian blind eye can still be used?”

	“Precisely. Now that we are—um—captains together, I feel I can disclose that in this ship I have more than once turned a blind eye on certain doings. You were not aware of that?”

	“Not actually aware of specific instances, sir. But I gathered that you had a few clues as to what went on.”

	“M’mm. Well, my boy. I’m sure you must be anxious to be off and see what Wind Rode looks like.

	“No doubt you’ll have your own ideas on how she should be handled. Take things easy for a bit. They’re used to their old captain. Give ’em time to get used to you. Bring in your innovations gradually. And remember this—for the first month or so they’ll be watching you like hawks. From the ordinary-seaman second-class to the first-lieutenant.”

	Sainsbury had stood up, his thin hand out. He did not say “Don’t worry,” or “You’ll be all right,” or anything equally platitudinous.

	He said, quite simply, as a brief statement of fact: “You’ve been well trained.”

	He had been well trained, Bentley mused, his eye on an indeterminate boat which had shot from astern of the corvette. Trained by an expert seaman and a ruthless fighter trained so well that destroyer Wind Rode’s crew would have to come his way, and not he theirs.

	He grinned mentally at the fierceness of the thought. He was in precisely the wrong attitude to step aboard his new command—his first command, if you didn’t count the midget submarine whose handling under a Jap cruiser in Sabang Harbour had brought him his new half-ring and the sonorous-sounding tide of “Commanding Officer, H.M.A.S. Wind Rode.” 1

	Take it easy, old Aunty Sainsbury had advised him. He would. And with that thought in his mind he noticed, now that she was closer, that it was a destroyer’s boat which had emerged from astern of the corvette, and that she was filled with liberty men.

	He should have known there would be a liberty boat at four—when the Navy night began, the duty watch on board shifted into night-clothing and the watch ashore cleaned into Number One suits for the evening’s carousal. He ceased his pacing and waited at the head of the pier steps for the boat to come alongside.

	He heard the voices while the boat was still almost in midstream. It was something so foreign to his experience that he thought at first something must be wrong with the crowd of men. ‘Silence in the boat’ when going ashore was a rigid injunction.

	He peered with his intent gaze, but could see nothing untoward in the boat, except that it was filled with a laughing, loud-talking crowd of roisterers. Bentley’s jaw came forward a little.

	A thin, penetrating voice came into his consciousness, as if its owner had been standing beside him.

	“Take it easy.”

	He took another look at the boat, now a few yards off and noticed that the men seemed to be dressed neatly enough. Then he turned his back and walked deliberately away from the steps, partly to avoid the reprimand his training urged him to deliver, and partly to save himself the trouble of returning the salutes of twenty-odd men. In any case, the person most at fault was the boat’s coxswain: a leading-seaman in charge of a boat away from the ship had almost as much autocratic power as the captain himself.

	Timing his slow walk, he was back at the steps watching as the last liberty man jumped ashore, passed a ribald comment to the cox’n, and then ran to catch up with his mates. Bentley paused at the top of the steps and stared down at the man holding the boat’s tiller. The coxswain looked up, dropped his gaze as the watering sun shone in his eyes, and then jerked his head up again as he remembered the rings on the strange officer’s shoulders, looking at him with a sort of dull interest.

	He was big and broad, and everything about him had a heavy swagger that was as aggressive as a clenched fist. The waistband of his stained khaki shorts hung below his pendulous belly, and the tail of his shirt was almost out at the back. Bentley’s intent gaze flicked from the coxswain’s coarse face and took in the boat.

	A ship is known by her boats. The grey paint was blistering off the wood, and uneven patches of colour showed where new paint had been daubed over old without scraping. Even on the pier he smelt it—the sour, oily smell of unpumped bilge water.

	Take it easy …

	“Get my gear into the boat, Coxswain,” he ordered courteously.

	The leading-seaman coxswain stared back up at Bentley almost aggressively. A thin furrow formed above the officer’s nose. He was about to speak again when the cox’n mumbled “Aye, aye, sir”, and swung his head to the bowman, who was holding the boat in against the pier with a boat-hook.

	“All right, you ’eard! Secure yer bow and give us a hand here.”

	The bowman was also staring at his new captain with undisguised interest. Now he hastily flung a rope over a bollard, secured it with a few turns round a cleat, and then jumped on to the steps. While they carried down his big wooden chest and two suitcases Bentley paced a few steps along to the boat’s bow, and back again, his head turned to look down into her.

	He was appalled at what he saw. Not only Scimitar’s, but the boats of every ship be had served in, had been kept spotless. A ship’s boats are her shore-touching ambassadors. They speak in clear and definite language to a seaman. This filthy craft shouted to Bentley in terms of sloth, disinterest and lack of supervision.

	“Is that the lot, sir?”

	Bentley turned his head. The coxswain stood before him, his face dull and heavy and tokenly polite. Bentley’s eyes began to narrow in distaste before he checked the movement. He could actually smell the man—the sour, unwashed odour of sweat.

	“That’s all, yes,” he said, his voice clipped. “Return to the ship.”

	The coxswain hitched up his shorts, wriggling his belly.

	“We was told to wait, sir.”

	“For how long? Who for?”

	“For the first-lieutenant. He ought be here any tick now.”

	“Very well,” Bentley decided quickly. The destroyer would probably have only one boat in the water, and he might as well meet his second-in-command now. “We’ll wait ten minutes.”

	“Yes, sir,” the other mumbled.

	He hesitated, then when Bentley said no more, rolled down the steps and into the boat. The new captain resumed his leisured pacing. He knew that both of the boat’s crew were eyeing him surreptitiously, and he kept the worry he felt out of his face. He excused the state of the boat on the grounds that the ship was in dockyard routine; but that reasoning collapsed when he admitted to himself that it was only the ship that was in dockyard hands. With his ship unavoidably dirty, a zealous first-lieutenant would have seen to it that his boats were, by contrast, kept even cleaner than normal.

	At the exact moment when the ten minutes were up Bentley tossed his cigarette into the stream and ran lightly down the steps. The coxswain saluted him into the boat.

	“Cast off, sir?”

	Bentley nodded.

	He knew that the coxswain had had no way of formally warning the officer of the day or the quarter-master that their new captain was unexpectedly in the boat. Nor did he try to get the important information across to the destroyer’s low quarter-deck in any of the time honoured ways—by swinging his boat wide, so that the quarter-deck staff could see the passenger, or by slyly holding his hand up with four fingers extended to mean four captain’s rings. He simply brought his craft straight up to the starb’d gangway, edging it in between the sterns of destroyer and corvette.

	Bentley jumped nimbly on to the platform and ran up the ladder.

	The officer of the day was Sub-Lieutenant Hanson. He was young, and lanky, and loose-limbed, with thin, sandy hair, a few strands of which poked down below the edge of his cap. This was the quietest part of the day, with ship’s work stopped and the first boat of liberty men sent ashore.

	He was leaning against the gangway desk, idly scanning the deck-log before departing down to the cooler wardroom, when a brown shirt with two and a half gold stripes rose beneath the guard-rails, followed by the bronzed face and wide shoulders of Lieutenant-Commander Bentley.

	Hanson was not alarmed. Officers of such rank, and higher, often came aboard, usually engineers from the dockyard. And the captain was not expected for almost an hour. He casually closed the log book and sauntered to the head of the ladder.

	The newcomer saluted the quarter-deck, and it was that gesture which first tingled the beginnings of suspicion in Hanson’s mind. The big hand with long fingers had snapped up in a salute which no engineer, or any officer not of the gunnery branch, could have hoped to achieve.

	So Hanson’s own fingers, which had started to rise slackly and wide apart in the return salute, suddenly stretched themselves into a straight rigid line by the time they reached the peak of his cap.

	“Good afternoon,” said a deep, pleasant voice. “My name is Bentley.”

	Hanson’s whole frame stiffened. He gulped, and was uncertain whether to hold out his hand. Bentley saw the indecision, and with a natural gesture held out his own hand. Hanson felt his fingers gripped hard and briefly.

	“I’m sorry, sir,” Hanson mumbled. “I didn’t recognise you.”

	“No reason why you should. You’ve never seen me before.”

	“No, sir. I haven’t.” Then, feeling that this revelation had its limits, and noting that the new captain was still standing there, smiling a little, waiting. Hanson hurried on:

	“Captain’s not on deck—wasn’t expecting you yet, sir. I’ll take you to his cabin.”

	He whirled his skinny frame round, and at that moment the boat coxswain came into sight at the head of the gangway.

	“Orders for the motor-boat, sir?”

	“Eh? Oh, yes. Secure the boat.”

	“First-lieutenant’s not back yet, sir.”

	The coxswain’s voice was resigned: as though he thought he was dealing with a clot, Bentley decided. He waited with intent to see how Hanson put the fellow in his place.

	“Oh yes, of course,” Hanson said mildly. “All right, Cox’n, go back in and wait for him.”

	The big seaman stood there.

	“We been runnin’ a lot today, sir,” he grumbled. “We didn’t even finish our tea when the liberty boat was called away.”

	“Keep silent! Get back into your boat and do as you’re told.”

	Hard with command, Bentley’s voice cut across the quiet quarter-deck and jerked the coxswain’s head up. He stared into an eye as hard and cold as an ice pick. His own gaze lowered.

	“Aye, aye, sir,” he answered, and with no further attempt at procrastination ran down the gangway and jumped into his boat.

	“What is that man’s name?” Bentley asked coldly.

	“Leading-Seaman Snade, sir,” Hanson answered, his eyes wide. He added, as though he were anxious to appease this newly-revealed martinet with more information, “He does a lot of wrestling.”

	Bentley was not impressed. In fact, he seemed to have forgotten the incident. His voice was pleasant.

	“Now, if you please, the captain’s cabin.”

	“Certainly, sir!”

	Glad to be relieved of further intimate contact with such disciplined hardness aboard what had been up to now a soft berth, the officer of the day hurried forward on his thin legs. Bentley paced with long strides behind him.

	The new captain tried not to see the appalling state of Wind Rode’s upper deck—the stinking cabbage crates, the yellowed sheets of newspapers pressed against the base of the funnel by the wind, the line of washing strung between the torpedo tubes, the pile of life-jackets from the sea boat used as a smokeoh-nest by greasy dockyard workers, the oily filth of the whole steel deck.

	He kept telling himself that it was due to being in dockyard hands. But he had been in dockyard hands before, and he knew he was deluding himself.

	Hanson seemed to have suddenly discovered how his ship must look to eyes used to better things. His head swung from side to side as they approached each pile of offal, and once he spoke to a petty-officer who stood slackly to attention as the two officers passed.

	“I want you on the quarter-deck, Buffer,” Bentley heard him say.

	Bentley’s intense stare flicked over the man’s face as he went by him. So this was the Buffer; the chief bosun’s mate, the man responsible to the first-lieutenant for the cleanliness and efficiency of everything on the upper-deck, the counterpart of Bentley’s Buffer in Scimitar, Hooky Walker. My God! Bentley thought.

	Then Hanson stopped, as an officer appeared on the fo’c’sle deck above them and came walking to the ladder which led down to where they were, near the galley. Even if the gold rings on the officer’s shoulders had not told him, Bentley would have known he was the captain by the diffident way in which Hanson half-turned his head back to him.

	Bentley stopped a few feet from the foot of the ladder, looking up at the man he had come to relieve.

	Lieutenant-Commander Danvers was a man of about fifty, large and rambling in his gait as he came up to the ladder, with a capless, bald head and a veiled grey eye. His mouth, which embraced the stem of an old pipe, kept screwing round and round from side to side, as he looked sagaciously and affably at the stranger.

	Danvers clattered heavily down the ladder, so that the chains rattled, stepped off the last rung and held out his hand, smiling round the pipe stem. They made a neat picture of the old and the new: Danvers capless and comfortable in faded khaki, Bentley smart and erect in crisp shirt and shorts and gleaming gold rings. Danvers looked a good representative of his ship; and Bentley of Scimitar.

	“I suppose you could go a cup of tea—or something?” Danvers grinned.

	“Or something. I think,” Bentley answered, matching the other’s affability.

	“All right, Sub.” Danvers dismissed the officer of the day with a nod. He said to Bentley: “I’ll lead on, eh? Or do you know these V-class?”

	“I’ll follow. I’m more used to the Tribals.”

	“Young cruisers, eh?”

	They smiled pleasantly at each other, and Danvers hefted his bulk up the almost vertical ladder.

	Hanson was abreast the torpedo tubes on his way aft to the quarter-deck when the Buffer caught up with him. The petty-officer jerked his head forward.

	“The new bloke looks a bright boy.”

	“For God’s sake.” Hanson said, smoothing the strands of hair up under his cap, “let’s do something about getting this muck cleaned up.”

	 

	The two commanding officers sat in Danvers’ small sea-cabin under the bridge, drinking cold beer. Bentley leaned his length comfortably back on the low divan cum daybed. Danvers sat in a bolted down chair at his steel desk. There was a faint sourness noticeable in the cabin—of sweat and inadequate airing. Bentley was thinking of how he could put a blast of fresh air through the cabin when Danvers said:

	“A bit sudden, this change-over.”

	Bentley leaned forward and tapped his cigarette ash into the big brass ash tray, that had once been a cartridge cylinder. He was thinking quickly: Is Danvers upset at being relieved, and by a much younger man? At his age, and still only lieutenant-commander, he’s obviously been passed-over for further promotion.

	“Yes,” he said carefully. “I’d only got back from a do up north when it was sprung on me.”

	“I’ve read all about that.”

	Bentley looked up at him, but there was nothing in Danvers’ face but quizzical interest. “The whole ship knows all about it, of course. Might be a bad thing—they’ll expect you to lead ’em straight into honour and glory.”

	There was a grin in his voice, so Bentley answered:

	“If I know sailors, they want me to lead ’em straight back to three months alongside in Sydney.”

	“You could be right. You were in the term of thirty-four weren’t you?”

	“Thirty-seven,” said Bentley.

	Danvers knew this. He also knew the date of Bentley’s promotion, his position on the Navy List for further promotion, how long he had been with Sainsbury in Scimitar, and what he had done with the midget submarine to gain both his two and a half rings and his present appointment. But it was a nice point of etiquette to simulate ignorance of the date he had joined the Navy. It was a courtesy to assume he was older than he was: it implied that Danvers did not think Bentley was too young for command.

	“Thirty-seven, eh? They’re certainly moving you young fellers up pretty fast.”

	“C’est la guerre,” Bentley grinned. “I imagine they want you somewhere else in a hurry, too?”

	It was a nice thought, even though neither man believed it.

	“I’m shoving off back to Sydney for three weeks’ leave. Then I hope they give me command of a depot out on the Nullarbor.”

	“Where the locals don’t know what an oar is.”

	 “Something like that. But I reckon they’ll jump me into a cruiser.”

	Bentley gave a false sigh of commiseration. Both men were stepping gingerly around the point uppermost in their thoughts—that Danvers was leaving, and Bentley joining, a ship that was old compared to the one he had just left as though to refute the thought. Danvers said:

	“She’s nothing flash like your last berth, but she’s still tough, and certainly fast enough. What did you get out of Scimitar?”

	“Thirty-six knots on power trials.”

	“Wind Rode’ll give you thirty-five if you press the old bitch. And she can whip round like a cat on a stove.”

	He sipped at his beer. “We—er—we got into quite a bit of strife ourselves, you know.”

	“I know,” Bentley nodded. “Sainsbury seemed to think you’d got into a hell of a lot.”

	He stopped, aware that he had as much as admitted that he himself had heard nothing of Wind Rode’s actions. But Danvers seemed not to notice the admission.

	“Yes,” he mused thoughtfully. “They might seem to be a bit slack. But they’re up there all right when the pressure’s on.”

	He looked keenly at Bentley. But the younger man had no intention of revealing what he thought of his new ship.

	“That’s nice to know,” he contented himself with saying. “How are the officers?”

	Danvers leaned sideways a little.

	“I’ve just made out their confidential reports. Like to see ’em?”

	“No, thanks.” Bentley shook his head. Danvers looked at him shrewdly. He was glad the youngster had said that. Examining his confidential reports, even though the new captain had a perfect right to ask for them, seemed like sneaking a look into a man’s private affairs. He much preferred to touch briefly on his team’s faults, and highlight their virtues.

	“Your first-lieutenant’s solid enough,” he told Bentley.

	“Permanent Navy?”

	“That’s right. You’re lucky. There’s only one Reserve officer in the whole wardroom. Harding, Asdic.”

	“Hell!” Bentley sat forward. “Asdic? That’s just where I’ll need a top hand.”

	Danvers looked at him, a little startled by the other’s vehemence. But Bentley was remembering Sainsbury’s experience in Scimitar, and how a weak asdic officer could negate the ship’s main function—submarine hunting.

	“Oh, Harding’s all right,” Danvers assured him. “Young, bit raw in sea experience—but he handles his team and the sets okay.” He looked at Bentley, waiting.

	Bentley hesitated. But the question was important, and he had to ask it, even though it outlined his ignorance of Wind Rode’s fighting career.

	“Tell me. Have you hunted many subs in this ship?”

	Danvers smiled, understandingly.

	“No,” he said flatly.

	“I see.”

	“You’re well up in asdics yourself?”

	“I managed to get in a quick course before I left Sydney,” Bentley told him, and mentally thanked his stars that he had.

	“Navigator?” he asked, dismissing the troublesome thought of the asdic officer.

	Danvers puffed twice on his pipe before replying.

	“Well,” he said, “this might surprise you a bit. But your navigating officer is the gunner.”

	Bentley looked at him, waiting, as if he had not heard right.

	“Symons was navigator. But after he’d almost put me up on a reef twice I replaced him. Nice lad, but lacks a sense of responsibility. I’ve got him down on the fo’c’sle handling berthing lines now—where I can see him. Actually, in himself you couldn’t meet a nicer lad.”

	“You replaced him with the gunner?”

	“That’s right. The gunner’s from the lower-deck. But he’s a fully-qualified officer, isn’t he? No reason at all why he shouldn’t handle navigation. I’ve given him a good brush-up on sun and star sights myself, of course. Now don’t rush in and kick him back to his precious guns. Not that I don’t think he’d like just that. He goes into the director in action, of course. But I’d leave him navigator, if I were you. He’s quite a bright boy. Writes articles for the papers in his spare time. Damn good, some of ’em. More than I could do. And the old firm can do with a bit of publicity. Youngish—about twenty-eight. Young for a gunner, eh? That’ll give you some idea of his brightness.”

	Listening, it seemed to Bentley that Danvers was anxious to vindicate his unusual appointment of an ex-lower deckman to the important job of navigator. But he simply nodded. He would see.

	He shifted his thoughts from his officers.

	“The cox’n of the motor-boat,” he said casually, “looks a tough bird.”

	He looked at Danvers narrowly as he spoke. The pipe stem ceased working in the wide mouth.

	“Snade? Yes. I’d forgotten you’d already met him.” Danvers fidgeted a moment with matches and relit his pipe. When it was blowing smoke again he said:

	“I’m afraid I’m leaving you rather a legacy there. He’s a bit of a fowl.”

	Bentley listened attentively. A “fowl” in lower-deck parlance meant a mess-deck lawyer, a man always in trouble, a loafer and a whinger.

	“How come he was rated leading-seaman?”

	“I was short at the time. No chance of replacement from down south. So I recommended him—thought the responsibility might pull him up with a round turn. It’s happened before, you know.”

	“And this time?”

	Danvers shook his bald head. His mouth worked furiously round the pipe.

	“Made him worse. Now he’s got some real weight, he throws it around more than he did before. I hear he’s a bit of a terror on the mess-decks.”

	“Then why don’t you disrate him?”

	“Nothing specific yet to hang on him. In any case, I only promoted him three months ago. You see?”

	Bentley saw. Disrating Snade now so soon after he had been recommended would be a direct reflection on the captain who had made the recommendation.

	Danvers was shuffling some books on his desk. Obviously the subject of Snade was distasteful to him. Bentley looked at him shrewdly. He had Danvers taped now. Passed-over, lacking interest in both the Service and his ship—taking the easy way out all along the line. And that line reaching down to the officers and the crew, slackening everywhere, everything it touched. Once the head of the chain let go, the whole system of command was affected.

	He felt, suddenly, a queer sympathy for Danvers. Once, he must have been keen as a taut rope. He said:

	“I suppose all your reports are up to date?”

	It was a slightly cruel question, to an older officer. But Bentley had to take over this filthy craft and lick it into fighting shape. He had no time to feel pity for anyone else …

	“Yes. Logs, war book, watch bills—they’re all pretty right. Will be by the time you’re ready to take over.”

	“List of permanent stores?”

	Danvers compressed his lips.

	“Well, I’m sorry to say that’s in pretty bad shape. No good me telling you anything else.”

	Bentley felt a twinge of alarm. When items were missing from the important list of permanent stores Navy Board had an unpleasant custom of making the person responsible pay for them. Things like binoculars, worth ninety pounds …

	“What’s the trouble?”

	“The trouble is simply that this ship has steamed a hell of a lot of miles since the war started. We’ve been through so many night-actions, storms and what-have-you that a fair amount of permanent stores have gone, and nobody knows where they’ve gone to. When you lose a snatch block or fifty fathoms of wire trying to tow some fool off a reef in an air attack, you
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