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About the Book

1970. Twenty-five years ago HMS TERRAPIN was part of a crack hunter-killer group in the Battle of the Atlantic. Now she is working out her last commission in the Gulf of Thailand.

To Lieutenant-Commander Standish, the frigate seems to mark the end of his hopes of a career in the Navy. Then a new captain arrives, a man driven by an old-fashioned, almost obsessive patriotism. And under his stubborn leadership Standish and the crew discover a long-forgotten unity of purpose.
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To Gerald Austin
a good and valued friend


Author’s Note

Over recent years there have been several cases where individual captains have been criticized, even reprimanded for using what they considered to be their right of initiative and personal judgment. Yet in time of war where would a nation’s security lie? If a captain cannot demand unquestioning loyalty from his subordinates and the respect for his integrity from his superiors, it might be argued that future strategy will be decided by a computerised bureaucracy which will allow for little beyond the talent and skill of a limited few.

A case which came to my attention when I was researching for this book was that of an American officer, Lieutenant-Commander Marcus Arnheiter, who after being in command of the radar picket destroyer Vance off Viet Nam was relieved of his appointment without trial or warning. The Vance was a notoriously slack ship and Arnheiter, within the short span of ninety-nine days, set to work to put her to rights, to restore discipline and efficiency where it was most needed. On the face of the available evidence it would seem that his main crime was his eagerness to serve his country, to take his ship where she would be of the most use and purpose. His zeal it appears was not shared by some of his officers, and the way in which the captain was destroyed would not seem out of place in Wouk’s Caine Mutiny.

The Arnheiter Affair, as it came to be known, was one of the the worst naval disputes of the decade, and until some sort of ruling is made to prevent its happening again, there will be many captains who might be tempted to hold back when they are most needed.

The command structures of the American and British Navies are different, but basically the ideals and traditions which have guided and moulded them over the years are very similar.

My story is and must be fiction, but the questions are still there. Was the captain of the Terrapin a fool or one whose real strength lay in his pride of country and his own beliefs?

If pride is indeed an enemy, then surely so too must be complacency.


1 Change of Command

THE TOWERING SIDES of the fleet supply ship shone in the blazing sunlight like polished granite, and while her derricks swung busily above two frigates moored alongside the seamen employed on deck moved with equal vigour, if only to end the work and escape to the shade of their messes.

It was halfway through the forenoon watch, and already the searing heat across Singapore’s wide naval anchorage had rendered movement, even thought, an unbearable effort. There was not any sort of breeze, and scattered at their buoys the moored warships seemed to crouch beneath their taut awnings, etched clearly above their motionless reflections like part of a vivid seascape. But it was Sunday, and only aboard the supply ship and the two frigates taking on stores was there any sign of activity. A few gaunt junks idled on the sluggish current, but without wind in their strange, batlike sails it was hard to tell if they were anchored or making a feeble attempt to quit the harbour.

In his cabin below the bridge of the outboard frigate, Lieutenant-Commander Rex Standish lay naked on his bunk staring up at the deckhead fan. It was quite motionless, and already he could feel the air thickening in the small compartment, bringing with it the usual irritation and frustration. He raised one hand towards the bulkhead telephone, the small movement fetching a rush of sweat to his chest and armpits, and then changed his mind. What was the point? The fans, like just about everything else, broke down too often for comment.

He wedged his hands beneath his dark, unruly hair and closed his eyes, trying to clear his mind from the fog of heavy drinking left over from the previous night’s party.

It should have been a double celebration. Bob Mitford, the captain, was flying home to England, and he, Rex Standish, executive officer and first lieutenant of the frigate Terrapin, had reached his thirtieth birthday.

Some heavy tackle clattered across the deck overhead and he swore silently. The party had been more like a wake than a celebration, with drinks getting larger every minute, and speech becoming almost incoherent. And early this morning when he had seen Mitford over the side for the last time, without fuss or ceremony and with most of the ship’s company still in their hammocks, he had tried to find the words, both to thank him and to ease his lonely flight back to England.

Instead, they had just shaken hands, and the work of getting alongside the supply ship had pushed the other nagging thoughts to the back of his mind. Until now.

It was strange to realize he had been aboard the Terrapin for only six weeks, and most of that time the ship had been in the Hong Kong dockyard suffering repairs to one of her shafts. Six weeks of vague routine, with most of the ship’s company on local leave and the rest merely intent on avoiding the dockyard workers who came and went with the whistle in a jabbering human flood.

Then the day the frigate had emerged from the dock everything seemed to happen at once. Mitford had been ashore at the hospital when the signal had been received. To take on fuel and sail without delay for Singapore. Perhaps they should have expected it. In the Navy it was foolish ever to depend on normality.

When Mitford had returned from the hospital he had received the news almost indifferently. He had merely given the necessary orders to Standish and had retired to his cabin.

Standish turned his head and looked through the open door to the cabin on the opposite side of the narrow passageway. The other door was closed, the word Captain gleaming on the varnished wood like an epitaph.

Without effort he could picture Mitford, as if he was still standing there. His round, glowing red face, the loud laugh, and his never-ending string of rugby stories. Now he was gone. Flown back to his wife and family to tell them what he must have suspected himself for months. That he had an incurable liver disease. That he would be dead within six months.

Yet he had never spoken of it. All the while during those six weeks, while he had tried, and often succeeded, in lifting Standish from his own despair, he must have been thinking of it. Waiting for that final examination, phrasing his own reaction, and the way he would explain it to his family at home.

The fan squeaked and then whirred busily into life once more, and Standish levered himself to the deck to stand directly beneath it, letting the cool air play across his tanned shoulders and chest.

But the sudden movement brought the hammers back to the top of his skull, and he took several deep breaths to control the nausea, the bitter taste of gin at the back of his throat.

He caught sight of himself in the bulkhead mirror and grimaced. He had had a cold bath that morning but already he looked tousled and vaguely dispirited. There was only one scuttle in the cabin and the swaying grey side of the frigate alongside held back most of the light, so that he leaned his hands on the bulkhead to study his own reflection more critically.

Beneath the dark hair his level grey eyes seemed calm enough, but the shadows below them, and the deep lines at the corners of his mouth, told their own story. He tried to grin, the effort bringing back the youthfulness to his face but leaving his eyes as before. Guarded, and just that little bit too steady.

There was a tap at the door and he turned to see Lieutenant Pigott, the supply officer, watching him gravely, his forehead shining with sweat and his white shirt blotchy and crumpled, as if he had been in a tropical downpour.

‘What is it, Bill?’ Standish sat down on the bunk and reached for his pipe and pouch. Pigott was also O.O.D., which was just as well. It was not unknown for even fleet supply ships to give short measure, and nothing would escape his careful check of the incoming stores.

Pigott eyed him doubtfully. ‘Just had a telephone signal via the supply ship, Number One.’ He stepped into the cabin and closed the door behind him. ‘The new commanding officer will be aboard forthwith.’

Standish stared at him. ‘What?’ He dropped his pipe. ‘Here, give me that bloody signal!’

It wasn’t possible. Mitford barely off the ship and another here already as if poised waiting in the wings.

He re-read the sweat-stained flimsy. Commander Hector Dalziel. His eyes moved back again. A full commander for the poor old Terrapin? He looked up and saw Pigott nodding behind his horn-rimmed glasses.

‘I made ’em repeat it. Dalziel’s a three-ringer right enough. He’s been out here for about a week, although no-one seems to know much more than that.’ He fell back as Standish lurched to his feet and began to pull on his shorts. ‘What d’you reckon?’

Standish paused and looked at him. ‘I reckon we’re in one hell of a mess if he arrives before we’ve got the ship cleaned up. You’d better call away the motor boat and instruct the cox’n immediately.’

Pigott did not move. ‘Dalziel’s no slouch, Number One.’ He gestured vaguely overhead. ‘He’s flying in by way of the supply ship’s own chopper.’ He seemed amused.

‘Damn!’ Standish half opened a drawer to find a clean shirt, but Pigott’s laconic announcement ruled out any such luxury. The suddenness of the new captain’s arrival, his own hangover and all the other mounting irritations made him tug on the shirt he had been wearing when he had seen Mitford ashore, the one in which he conned Terrapin alongside the supply ship in the ice-clear morning light. He fumbled with the buttons and glared at himself again in the mirror. There was an oil smear on one sleeve and altogether he looked a mess.

He seized his cap and pushed past the other officer. ‘Have you nearly finished loading stores?’

He winced as he reached the upper deck, the top part of the steel ladder burning his palms like a furnace bar.

Pigott grunted, ‘N’other hour yet.’ He sounded defensive. ‘I’m very shorthanded y’know.’ He was a Yorkshireman, and when riled his accent became more noticeable.

Standish hardly heard him. As he strode quickly beneath the narrow strips of awning he was conscious only of the confusion all around him. Crates and vegetable sacks, nameless boxes of tinned fruits, and all the litter of wires and blocks needed to stow it below before the sun welded it to the steel decks.

He saw Petty Officer O’Leary, the cook, gesturing fiercely towards a pile of broken bottles. It could have been jam or pickles, but in the fierce glare it looked like part of a bad road accident.

‘Clear them things up!’

The seaman addressed looked at him sullenly. ‘Not my fault, Chef! Can’t do it all on me bleedin’ own!’

Standish said quietly, ‘Then get someone to help you.’ He saw a small spark of defiance in the man’s eyes and hardened his tone. ‘Now!’

He could sympathize in some ways with the men working around him. They were shorthanded. The Terrapin had been built to carry fourteen officers and one hundred and forty-four ratings. He paused by the ship’s bell, its engraving almost polished away by the years and a thousand unknown hands.

H.M.S. Terrapin. Clydebank 1944.

Standish felt a small shiver across his neck in spite of the heat. She was twenty-six years old. Older than most of her ship’s company, and worn out by almost constant service. He tried to picture her as she must have once looked, like her framed photograph in the wardroom, bright with dazzle-paint, with the great Atlantic rollers creaming her over as she maintained station with the rest of her killer-group. For Terrapin had been designed, built and created for hunting U-boats, and no doubt many of her recent engine defects were the results of the battering her hull had received so many years back, when she had blasted the Atlantic apart with her depth-charges. He stopped the train of thought. That was too far in the past. There had been so many roles since then, even other wars. Korea, Malaya and the brave fiasco of Suez, and with each passing year the ship had been by-passed by her newer consorts, and her roles had diminished accordingly.

And always she seemed to be getting further and further from the land where her keel had first tasted salt water. The blistering heat of patrols in the Persian Gulf, where her air-conditioning had originally been fitted, and which now, as then, hardly ever seemed to work for any length of time. To the trouble spots of the Far East, checking junks and doubtful freighters which sailed beneath ‘Flags of Convenience’, searching for unlawful refugees going one way or the other; traitors, terrorists and patriots. The latter seemed to change as often as Britain’s own policy in the Far East, and as the Navy remained aloof from the greater events in Viet Nam, so too the ageing Terrapin stayed more and more on the fringe of things about her.

When Standish had joined the ship at Hong Kong he had been told of her more recent jobs. Strange, vague assignments, which varied from humping stores for some Red Cross missions to carrying out an oceanographic survey along the Malacca Strait, her wardroom crammed with civilian scientists and other nameless experts who had apparently viewed the ship’s voyage more as a yachting trip than one of any value.

It had been rumoured that the ship was to be paid off at Singapore and the hands sent home by air. She was to be handed over to the Royal Malaysian Navy, to end her days under a new name and an alien flag.

Now, even that seemed unlikely. Whitehall was not renowned for saving manpower, but nevertheless it was pointless to see why a new commanding officer should be appointed if the ship was to be taken off the Navy List.

A new sound intruded on his thoughts, and as he squinted up he saw the black silhouette of the supply ship’s helicopter already hovering above the tiny flight deck abaft one of the busy derricks.

He said, ‘Muster the side-party. I’m going aboard to meet him.’

It was strange how little he knew of Pigott or any of the others. This was the first time the whole of the ship’s company had been aboard in one body since he had joined the ship.

There were five other officers apart from Pigott, and the whole company, wardroom included, totalled only one hundred. Not much of a command for a man of Dalziel’s rank, he thought grimly.

By the time he had reached the circular flight deck the helicopter had already disgorged its passengers and was preparing to take off again.

Standish stood breathing hard in the glare, conscious of his own crumpled state when compared to the supply ship’s officers who enjoyed more spacious quarters and every modern comfort.

He watched the handful of passengers, dismissing all but two of them. The tall, distinguished man in slacks and shirt turned suddenly and climbed with easy familiarity up one of the bridge ladders. So that left just the other one.

It was the way he was dressed which really attracted Standish’s attention. A beautifully cut suit of lightweight dove-grey material, a crisp shirt and Goat Club tie; he looked exactly like one of those men in the television ads who can allegedly travel ten times round the world in the same suit which never needs pressing.

He was carrying a hat, and beneath his arm jutted an old-fashioned black walking-stick.

‘You must be Standish?’

The clothes seemed to fade as the newcomer’s features swam into focus.

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Good.’ Dalziel held out his hand. It was dry and surprisingly hard. ‘Good,’ he said again.

As he glanced casually around the busy upper deck Standish studied him carefully. Dalziel was slim, even wiry, and would have been tall but for a slight stoop which gave him a strangely eager, thrusting appearance. But his face really interested him. It was, like the walking-stick, old-fashioned. There was no other description for it. His hair was brushed straight back from his forehead, neat and apparently impervious to the slowly revolving helicopter blades, and his deepset brown eyes were separated by a hawkish, finely cut nose, which again added to the general impression of alertness. His hair was quite dark, but the longish sideburns, which looked as if they were trimmed daily with a cut-throat razor, were grey, the colour of gunmetal.

He realized with a start that Dalziel had turned slightly and the eyes had swivelled to watch him with the same interested perusal he had used on the supply ship.

Standish said quickly, ‘I’ll take you aboard, sir. I’m sorry about the mess. We were ordered to take on stores, and …’

Dalziel lifted his hat slightly. ‘Think nothing of it, Number One. I didn’t expect a guard of honour or an iced cake at such short notice, eh?’ He laughed lightly, his mouth opening just a little as he added, ‘I know what it’s like. Oh yes, I know!’

At the guardrail he paused and stared down at the slow-moving activity beneath one of the derricks.

‘Smart ship, Standish.’ His sleek head nodded vigorously. ‘No doubt about that!’

Standish glanced at him quickly. ‘Terrapin is the outboard ship, sir.’

Dalziel ran lightly down the ladder and brushed between the other frigate’s O.O.D. and some sweating seamen. At the opposite side he paused again, and Standish saw a small muscle moving busily at one corner of his tight mouth.

Surely Dalziel must have known what Terrapin was really like?

He followed his stare and saw his ship for what seemed like the first time. In dock you never saw any vessel at her best, but now, viewed from the upper deck of her larger consort the Terrapin looked even worse.

Seen from a distance it would still be possible to admire and appreciate the grace and simplicity of her lines. But close-to the reverse was equally apparent. From her raked stem to her narrow, delicate stern there was hardly an inch of her three hundred odd feet which had not gathered some scar or blemish to mark the passing of her years of service. Her outline was neat, even austere when compared with the newer frigates and all their attendant clutter of radar and sophisticated detecting gear, and with her square, tiered bridge and single funnel she had over the years retained a kind of jaunty defiance, like a tried veteran in a world of overtrained, overweight recruits.

Standish waited for Dalziel to move. He could see Pigott fidgeting nervously under the captain’s cold scrutiny, the hastily assembled side-party looking strangely alien in their white shorts against the background of crates and half-naked seamen, the latter seemingly still unaware of Dalziel’s arrival.

Dalziel walked instead towards the bows. The flared forecastles of the two frigates curved away to display more of the Terrapin’s ravages, the streaks of rust beneath her hawsepipes, the deep dents by her stem where she had nudged jetties, or her officers had once or twice misjudged a buoy or another ship.

Standish said, ‘Of course she’s pretty old, sir.’

Dalziel twisted slightly and looked at him. ‘So?’

‘I just meant, sir, that it’s hard to see what could be done to keep her in line with newer ships.’

Surprisingly Dalziel grinned. He did not merely smile, the grin spread right across his face until his mouth seemed to join with the two neat sideburns.

He said, ‘Well, we’ll just have to change things a bit, eh?’ He pointed with his stick, the motion jabbing like a swordthrust. ‘Look at the state of those signal halliards, for instance. They don’t need painting, do they? They just need to be taut, like the ship, eh?’ The grin vanished. ‘Can’t abide slackness, you know. To me, a slack ship is about as much use as a long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs.’

He strode briskly towards the break in the guardrails and clambered down the short brow to the Terrapin’s deck.

Pigott saluted and the pipes shrilled in recognition.

Dalziel waited for the din to cease and then said, ‘Your name?’

‘Pigott, sir. Supply and victualling officer.’

‘Good.’ Dalziel glanced around him. ‘You are also officer of the day, right?’

‘Sir.’ Pigott glanced anxiously at Standish.

‘So.’ Dalziel smiled gently. ‘Next time I come aboard I want the hands at attention, right? All the hands on deck at that particular moment in time.’ He looked at Standish. ‘Just another small point, Number One.’ But he was still smiling.

Then he saw the ship’s bell and walked slowly towards it. No-one moved or spoke as he examined it with infinite care.

Standish found that his hands were tightly clenched in the presence of this extraordinary man. What was wrong now? Was the brass smudged or unpolished? The bellrope frayed or the whipping gone?

Dalziel turned and looked at him, his deepset eyes distant and strangely sad.

Then he said slowly, ‘It really makes you think, doesn’t it, Number One? To see this bell. All those years. All those sea-miles under her keel. The officers and men she’s made or broken.’ He shook his head. ‘It makes you feel almost humble.’

Across Dalziel’s shoulder Standish saw Pigott’s earlier anxiety giving way to something like astonishment.

He replied quickly, ‘As I remarked earlier, sir, she’s an old ship.’

‘Quite. And if she needs extra care it is because she has earned it, eh?’ He looked round briskly, the moment of humility past. ‘Cabin?’

‘Follow me, sir.’ To Pigott he added, ‘You can carry on with the loading now.’

Pigott watched them go and then said, ‘Humble?’ He looked at the quartermaster. ‘This ship?’

Then with a sigh he walked forward to watch the men at the slings.

* * *

Rex Standish paused outside the captain’s day cabin and found time to wonder at the speed with which the day had passed. It was evening, and a small welcome breeze made the moored ship nudge gently at her fenders and felt its way between decks to clear away the oppressive heat of the day.

He tucked the clean shirt more firmly into his shorts, his mind going back over the day, and more precisely the afternoon of Dalziel’s first few hours of command.

The captain had remained in his own quarters, but had sent out a stream of instructions, not least of which had been concerned with his personal luggage. The latter had arrived offshore by way of the supply ship’s helicopter, and Standish had stood with Pigott as the small duty part of the watch had struggled back and forth along the brow with cases and metal trunks of every size and weight. Whatever anyone else imagined about the future, Dalziel obviously expected a long stay in his new command.

Now, at long last, the Terrapin was quiet again. Apart from the duty hands the rest of her company were either ashore or comfortably settled aboard the supply ship with other off-duty personnel to watch a Western in the big vessel’s cinema, or to squander some of their pay at tombola.

He tapped at the door and almost jumped as Dalziel’s voice replied instantly, ‘Come!’

When he stepped over the coaming it was difficult to realize that it was the same place as before. Only the armchairs and carpets appeared familiar, and the rest of the captain’s day cabin seemed to be covered with open boxes, parcels of books and uniforms which hung from every available projection like wares in a Cairo bazaar.

Dalziel was seated behind the table, all of which was equally well covered by papers, signal files, publications and a portable typewriter. He had changed into uniform, and his crisp white shirt and gleaming shoulder straps seemed to contrast violently with the litter and confusion around him.

He gestured towards a chair. ‘Clear that gear off there and sit while I finish this report.’ He skimmed down the next sheet of paper as Standish seated himself opposite the table, and then added, ‘That was a good lunch you sent down, Number One, but too much of it. Can’t abide fatty foods. Makes you sluggish!’

He scribbled some notes on an open pad which Standish had not noticed before and then leaned back in his chair.

‘Well, Number One, that’s about it for the first day.’ He pulled a slim gold case from his pocket and lit a cigarette. ‘I’m not offering you one. You’re a pipe man, right?’ He gestured with his gold case. ‘Light up and puff away. This place is like a sty as it is. A bit more smoke won’t hurt any.’

Standish looked round guardedly. The long talks he had had in here with Mitford. The confidences and the regained hopes. Now under Dalziel’s brief dismissal it did indeed look both shabby and in need of a new paint job.

Dalziel said abruptly, ‘I would normally speak to all my officers immediately upon joining ship. However, as the duty board tells me that everyone but the ship’s cat is ashore, there isn’t much point in it.’

‘I’m sorry about that, sir. But we had orders to lie alongside the supply ship until tomorrow. We did not know about your appointment, and I thought it fair to let the hands ashore.’ He paused. ‘And the officers.’

‘Quite.’ Dalziel regarded him calmly. ‘Not blaming you at all. Anyway, it has given me time to go more fully into the ship’s state before I meet them, eh? To assess the situation, so to speak.’

‘Sir?’

Dalziel puffed out a thin stream of smoke and watched as it was whipped upwards into the fan. ‘A captain and his first lieutenant are a team. Must be. Usually one starts in a ship before the other, unless of course that ship is just being commissioned, in which case it’s all hands to the pumps.’ Again that slow smile, as if he was remembering another time and another place. ‘Now take this ship, the frigate Terrapin. Rather a different set of circumstances all round, wouldn’t you say?’

Standish tried to relax, but Dalziel’s cool, unruffled tones seemed to be hiding something.

He replied, ‘I agree, sir.’

‘Good. I know, for instance, that although you are the ship’s executive officer you have been aboard only six weeks, mostly in dock, and for the same period in a state of flux.’ He grinned. ‘Otherwise I’d not be sitting here yarning like the proverbial Dutch uncle.’ He stubbed out the cigarette and studied him evenly. ‘For, as you well know, this ship is a disgrace.’ There was no anger in his voice, merely the patient disapproval of a schoolmaster. ‘It is dirty and badly maintained. The hands, what I have seen of them, are nothing to be proud of. Their appearance alone is enough to make you weep. If they look like that, they must have torn and slovenly minds also, right?’

Standish stared at him. ‘I … that is, we all thought the ship was being paid off, sir. Bob often said …’

‘Bob?’ One syllable, but as sharp as a knife.

‘I mean Lieutenant-Commander Mitford. I’m sorry, sir.’ He felt suddenly angry under Dalziel’s impassive gaze. ‘We were both the same rank, I suppose it made a difference at the time.’

Dalziel nodded absently and turned over two sheets of paper.

‘Mitford. Yes.’ He nodded again. ‘Liver complaint. Drink, probably.’

Standish half rose to his feet. ‘I must say that he was very good to me, sir. I always found him …’

Dalziel said, ‘Let me finish.’ He smiled gently. ‘I did not know him, so I can only judge from present facts. This ship, any ship under the White Ensign, has to be ready for anything, even if she is going to be paid off in one hour’s time. And the more thinly spread our resources become, the more important it is to keep each and every unit at first-line readiness.’ His voice lifted slightly. ‘Anything less than that grade is sub-standard in my book, and I do not intend to let it happen in this ship, even if the previous captain was a cousin of the Pope and had the sun shining out of his backside, right?’

Standish sat back dazedly. ‘Right, sir.’

‘Good.’ Dalziel relaxed and turned over some more papers. ‘We are going to see a lot of each other in the future, and we will be working hand in glove to make this ship come alive again.’ He paused and then added, ‘So we had better get off on the right course, eh?’

He stood up and walked to one of the open scuttles. Standish could see the fading sunlight reflecting on his face like gold, could almost feel the man’s energy like a living force.

Dalziel said suddenly, ‘You know, I love the Navy. Always have. Strange really, as I come of an army family. My father, bless him, was a general, and I spent most of my boyhood being shunted from one damn garrison town to another. But I knew what I wanted, and once in the Service I have never found occasion to doubt my calling.’ He sighed. ‘As you know, you meet all sorts. The ambitious and the failures. The loved and the hated. A real potmess of a mixture.’ He swung round and stared at Standish, his eyes alight with sudden excitement. ‘But they all go to make the team, Number One. The Service is the thing, and not the mere individuals who come and go with the years.’

Overhead a tannoy speaker intoned dully, ‘Duty part of the watch fall in. Able Seaman Dolan muster at the quartermaster’s lobby.’

Dalziel smiled slightly. ‘You see? It goes on forever.’ He crossed to the table again and continued in a crisper tone, ‘I was in America a few years ago on a NATO course. While I was there I saw a whole herd of cattle on the move. All over the plains and the hills, there seemed to be millions of them, and only a practised eye and a firm hand could control them and keep them on course.’ He tapped the table sharply. ‘And when the drive was over, all that effort, all that spectacle was nicely compressed and labelled into uniform tins of beef! And that is how I want my ship. Tight and snug inside this hull, so that the whole thing has both purpose and function, right?’

Standish put down his pipe. He had made two attempts to fill it, but this last appraisal of the Terrapin’s role made further efforts pointless.

He said quietly, ‘I don’t know much about the ship’s company yet, sir. But I am sure they will do their best …’

Dalziel nodded. ‘I said earlier that we must get off on the right course. So let us drop the pretence. You know this ship is a mess, so do I. What you may not realize is that it will be asked to play an essential part in Far East strategy, and at any moment now.’ He smiled. ‘I thought that’d shake you!’

Standish looked at the littered table. ‘It does, sir.’

‘Of course, nothing is completely settled yet, but I’m getting my orders tomorrow. While I’m ashore with the admiral you can get the hands to work.’ He pulled a typewritten sheet from the paperweight and handed it across. ‘This will give you something to go on with. When the leading writer comes aboard I’ll want him to type out my new standing orders, too. And I’ll need every officer to read and known them by heart.’ He shot him a quick glance. ‘How well do you know them?’

Standish looked away, feeling the rising helplessness again, yet unable to control it.

‘Not too well yet, sir.’ It sounded like an admission. And it was.

Dalziel smiled. ‘Not to worry. We’ll soon change that.’ He perched himself on the edge of the table and added evenly, ‘So let’s begin with you, eh?’ He did not wait for Standish to speak but said, ‘You had a command of your own it seems. The submarine Electra. You were transferred to general service last year following a fire aboard your boat in which several men lost their lives.’

Standish stared at him but saw nothing but a swirling mist. Like smoke. Like that day, which should have been like all the others. A simple dive within three miles of Portland Bill, to act as ‘target’ for some frigates which were undergoing anti-submarine training. The exercise should have lasted an hour, but within a few minutes of its completion the fire had broken out in the fore-ends. A new type of signal flare was to have been discharged from a torpedo tube to signify the finish and to mark their position at the end of the run.

How it had started was not clear, but within seconds the torpedo space had turned into a raging inferno.

At the court of enquiry he had not only been praised for his efforts, but had in due course received the George Cross for his personal bravery.

He still did not know why he had gone to try and get those men out. It had been pointless and might even have prolonged their agony as well as adding further risk to the boat’s safety.

Was it guilt? If he had not been worrying about Alison he might have checked further before the dive. If it had not been her brother trapped with his men in the blazing torpedo space, might he have acted differently?

And in the end he had ordered the space to be flooded, so it was all in vain. Perhaps his own severe burns and terrible pain had saved him from disgrace and awarded him instead both honour and admiration.

He heard himself say thickly, ‘When I came out of hospital I was found unfit for submarines, sir.’ He added with sudden bitterness, ‘It happens!’

Dalziel walked to his cupboard and took out a bottle of whisky and two glasses.

‘No water, I’m afraid.’ He sounded almost matter of fact. ‘But drink it down anyway.’ He watch Standish over the rim of his glass and then said calmly, ‘I’m sorry about that, Number One. But I thought it best to get it out and done with. Commander Mitford tried to help by reassuring you, eh?’ He held his glass to the scuttle and examined it critically. ‘I will not. For to reassure you means that I think you need it. You are my first lieutenant, and for me that is enough. It has to be.’

Standish felt the raw whisky exploring his stomach and realized he had not eaten for twenty-four hours, or maybe longer.

He said, ‘Thank you, sir.’

‘Save the thanks!’ Dalziel was grinning as he had done aboard the supply ship. ‘You may come to loathe my guts! But together we will make this ship live again. And for me, that is all that matters.’

He placed his glass carefully on the table and added, ‘Now, if you are ready, I want to discuss tomorrow’s programme.’

Outside, the sky and the water grew darker, and the moored ships merged together to lose their identity for the coming night.

The Terrapin, being the outboard ship, was more restless than her consorts, as if she too realized she had another, and perhaps her last captain.


2 Room to Bustle in …

THE TERRAPIN’S WARDROOM ran the whole breadth of the hull and compared even with more modern vessels was quite spacious. The fact that her proper complement of fourteen officers had been reduced to seven, excluding the captain, made it all the more so.

Standish hung his cap in the lobby and walked wearily to the letter rack, and after the usual perusal seated himself by an open scuttle and signalled to Wills, the leading steward, for his first drink of the day.

It was half an hour before noon, but already the dining table on the starboard side of the wardroom was laid with a clean cloth, and beyond the pantry hatch he could hear the subdued chatter from the messmen as they waited to serve the officers’ lunch.

The other half of the wardroom was typical enough. Battered armchairs, racks of tattered magazines and paperbacks, and a much-used bulkhead sideboard, above which hung the ship’s crest, flanked on either side by framed portraits of the Queen and the Duke of Edinburgh. In one corner, deeply immersed in a ledger, Pigott was still at work checking the last of the supplies which had finally vanished from the upper deck to be stored and jammed throughout the hull until needed.

In another chair, bent forward over a NAAFI catalogue of sports gear, Lieutenant Thomas Hornby, the electrical officer, was equally busy making out a new list for some additional equipment, breaking off occasionally to sip at a tall glass of tomato juice. For Hornby was also the sports and entertainments officer, dual roles which seemed to keep him more involved and interested than anything to do with the ship’s well-worn wiring and electrical circuits.

Standish regarded him thoughtfully above his glass. It was odd how hard Hornby tried to keep fit. It was almost as if the whole business of arranging sports and amusements for the ship’s company were for his own benefit. Yet with little success, for the more he swam and refereed, the greater his efforts to stay in trim, the fatter he seemed to grow, and although only in his late twenties he was already well overweight, and his round pink face which defied every attempt to gain a healthy tan was shining with sweat and blotched with heat, like that of a seedy child’s.

He looked up suddenly as if feeling Standish’s eye on him.

‘When is the captain coming off, Number One?’

Standish shrugged. ‘Any minute now.’ He did not feel like talking but added, ‘He’ll want to speak to all the officers before lunch.’

Pigott said without taking his eyes from the ledger, ‘Well, my department’s buttoned up.’ He removed his glasses and polished them vigorously on his shirt. ‘What d’you make of him?’

Standish took the first sip of gin very slowly to give himself time. If Sunday had been bad, this first Monday forenoon had been far worse.

In the breathless morning air as he had watched Chief Petty Officer Corbin, the coxswain, mustering the seamen for the day’s work he had been conscious of the change which had spread throughout the ship. Few of the men had laid eyes on Dalziel as yet, but his presence had already made itself felt.

Standish took another drink and sighed. That list. Even Corbin, normally unruffled and taciturn, had been moved to say, ‘Gawd knows if we can get this lot sorted out, sir!’

The list which Dalziel’s had left for the day’s work was impressive. It started with a complete check on bosun’s stores and all the complicated tangle of mooring wires and shackles, ropes and spare canvas, and the thousand and one pieces of gear which were intended to keep one of H.M. ships free of want and unnecessary disaster. Gunnery stores and fire fighting equipment, collision mats and spare oars for the whaler, it went on and on, and as the sun grew fiercer the working parties had become more harassed and resentful as they heaved on tackles or stumbled through the bowels of the ship and into some flats and spaces which to Corbin’s knowledge had remained sealed for as long as he could remember.

He said slowly, ‘Commander Dalziel is making a clean sweep.’

Pigott regarded him bleakly. ‘About time if you ask me. Too many captains have handed this ship over in the past with a signature and little else.’

Standish waited. He was not disappointed.

Pigott added, ‘It’s always dropped in the supply officer’s lap. Every bloody time!’

Even Hornby smiled. ‘Poor sod!’ he said unfeelingly.

The stewards were getting busier with their bottles and glasses.

Sub-Lieutenant Caley, the torpedo and anti-submarine officer, entered the wardroom, jammed his thickset body in a chair and snapped, ‘Glasserbeer!’ Then he snatched up an old newspaper and scrutinized it until the tankard was placed beside him.

Standish noticed that Caley’s eyes did not move when he studied the newspaper. It was merely his defence. His shield. Although from what, other than his own sense of inferiority, it was hard to tell.

Standish had gathered little information about his brother officers, but he knew it was Caley’s first ship with a commission. He had worked his way through the lower deck, a professional at his job, until at long last he had gained the first coveted stripe of gold lace. At least that was how it should have been. But Caley was different. Standish had rarely heard him speak, unless it was to complain to the stewards about food or service, or to throw some caustic comment whenever Brian Wishart, the ship’s sub-lieutenant and junior officer, chose to voice an opinion. But he drank a good deal, and usually from his own glass tankard. Never ‘please’ or ‘thank you’ to the stewards, but just his usual surly ‘Glasserbeer!’

Standish had seen this in his early service when lower deck promotions had been a small and awkward minority in every wardroom. In Terrapin, however, but for himself, young Wishart and Irvine, the navigating officer, all the others were from the lower deck. In fact, the only man aboard he had seen getting on with Caley had been Petty Officer Squires, the head of his own T.A.S. department. Perhaps Caley regretted leaving the firm companionship of the P.O.’s mess, or maybe … he broke his train of thought as Lieutenant Irvine stepped over the coaming and stood for several seconds gazing around the wardroom.

Irvine was very fair, with the finely cut good looks which always made him stand out in a crowd, as if in his own personal spotlight. He was twenty-seven, a competent navigator, and very self-assured. Standish disliked him, without knowing why.

He made himself ask, ‘Everything all right, Pilot?’ Irvine was O.O.D.

‘Fair enough, thanks.’ Irvine had a gentle drawl and a lazy way of looking slightly away from the person he was addressing. He added, ‘The Old Man’s still ashore.’ He snapped his fingers. ‘Large pink Plymouth, Wills!’

Wills nodded. ‘Yessir, right away, sir.’

It was strange how the men seemed to jump at Irvine’s smallest demand. The lieutenant came of a naval family and had a good pedigree. He was an Etonian and used his background like a riding crop, with just enough force to get his own way.

He perched on a stool and studied his glass thoughtfully.

‘Bit late to get this hulk into shape, I’d have thought?’ He smiled. ‘Still, I suppose the old Terrapin’s going to be blessed with one more has-been to end her unnotable career.’

Standish said, ‘You must admit that things have got a bit run down.’

‘Really?’ Irvine looked away. ‘Just the ship for some of the wrecks we seem to gather aboard, I’d imagine.’

The door banged back and Lieutenant Quarrie, the engineering officer and the oldest member of the ship’s company, walked stiffly to the letter rack and then said, ‘Horse’s neck, Wills.’ He looked coldly at Irvine and stalked to a chair at the opposite end of the wardroom.

Quarrie was another odd one, Standish reflected. He was in his forties and could have been out of the Navy before this. He was sturdy and firm jawed, with the sallow skin and scarred hands of his trade to mark him apart from his companions and make him strangely alien. But the strangest thing of all about Quarrie was that he had apparently joined the ship when she had first commissioned as a brand new frigate and he had been a young, barely trained stoker. What had gone since and between that first meeting nobody knew, but somehow Quarrie had kept contact with his first ship. As she had grown older he had climbed up the slow ladder of promotion from boiler room to his own footplate, until at last he had come back to her. Perhaps this final meeting was to be the end for both of them.

Standish signalled for another gin, suddenly cold as Irvine’s casual remarks came back to him.

Suppose this worn frigate was indeed a dumping ground for useless or unwanted men? He found himself gripping the arms of his chair, running over the other officers, probing at their roles and backgrounds. It was just possible, he thought despairingly. All except Irvine, who had too much influence, and Wishart, who was too junior, each of the rest could have been sent to the Terrapin as the last springboard into oblivion.

He swallowed the gin and relaxed slightly as the others became involved in some new topic of conversation.

Unfit for submarine service. It could have meant just that. He found himself going over it all again, as he had after leaving Dalziel’s cabin the night before.

He had of course heard of it happening to others in submarines. No outward flaw, just something, something which made it impossible to act and think as before once the hatch was slammed shut and the depth gauges started to creep round.

The months in hospital, the pain and the anxiety of waiting had done nothing to help. The surgeons had been proud of their work. New skin on his hands, and their showpiece, two completely new eyelids. Even now when he looked in a mirror he imagined they were paler, less real than the rest of his face. They had done a good job in him, but his inner hurt was something else again.

So maybe the Terrapin was the end of the line for him also. And all the soothing words would come to nothing. To have commanded a submarine was to have been alive. To rate first lieutenant of this clapped-out frigate might easily be the thin edge.

It had been unnerving the way Dalziel had hit upon his weakness with little to go on but his bare record. He had even been right about Mitford. Deep down Standish had known Mitford to be killing himself with drink, but he seemed unable to stop it. He too had been due for the axe, and it was almost as if he had been unable to face life outside the only world he knew. Another failure. And now there was Dalziel, a different being entirely, and perhaps, in spite of everything, the one man who could give them all a new chance.

The quartermaster thrust his head around the screen door.

‘First Lieutenant, sir? Captain’s comin’ offshore now.’

Standish nodded and got to his feet. To Irvine he said, ‘Get your people to man the side.’

Irvine shrugged. ‘If you insist, Number One.’ He grinned. ‘We get a little chat now, do we?’

Standish regarded him calmly, trying not to dislike him. ‘He will tell you want he wants you to know.’

On deck it was hotter than ever, and as Standish stood with the side-party he could feel the sweat running down his spine and gathering above the waistband of his shorts. He watched the motor boat curving fussily towards the gangway, the bowman ready with boathook poised, and for once, properly dressed.

Dalziel ran lightly up the short ladder, his fingers on the oak-leaved peak of his cap as he returned their salutes, his deepset eyes already exploring the upper deck before the pipes had ceased their shrill greeting.

He said warmly, ‘Much better, Number One! Capital!’ Then he glanced at Irvine. ‘Forrard awning’s a bit slack. Get the duty part of the watch to cope, eh?’

Irvine saluted limply. ‘Now, sir?’

Dalziel eyed him coolly. ‘I do mean now. Whenever I give an order it means now, right?’

As Irvine walked away, his handsome features set in a tight frown, Dalziel said lightly, ‘He seems capable enough.’ He looked at some wet paint and touched it with one finger. ‘Still, early days yet.’

There was a scrape of feet on the ladder and Sub-Lieutenant Wishart climbed up from the motor boat. He handed a briefcase to the captain and then stood waiting in silence. Normally he was a cheerful, if naive youngster, but now he looked positively crestfallen.

Dalziel opened the briefcase and ruffled the contents vaguely. ‘Found this young chap, ashore, Number One.’ He nodded towards the duty board. ‘Says there he’s still aboard. Odd, eh?’

Wishart said uncomfortably, ‘I was sent with a message to the Officer’s Club, sir.’

‘I see.’ Dalziel seemed to dismiss the matter. Then he said abruptly, ‘If a rating had been looking for you aboard, depending on your knowledge or lack of it, you would not have been found. A man might have dropped dead searching for you, could have lost faith in his officers and his country, and all the while you’d have been in the Club!’ He regarded the luckless Wishart sadly. ‘Bad show. Damn bad show. I shall be watching you, Sub, watching and praying for some improvement.’

He touched Standish’s elbow. ‘Now let’s meet the others, eh?’ He tapped the briefcase. ‘Tell them all the good news.’

Then he turned. ‘That will include you, Sub, so take your damn chin off the deck and jump about, will you!’

The young officer almost ran the last few paces to the hatch, and Dalziel said cheerfully, ‘These new Dartmouth types. What a shower of children they really are.’

Once below he said suddenly, ‘We will slip from the supply ship in six hours, Number One.’ He smiled, the eagerness bright in his eyes as he added, ‘Get to sea, find a bit of room to bustle in, as someone once said, eh?’

Standish opened the wardroom door and stood aside, baffled. He saw Dalziel’s smile vanish as if switched off to suit the importance of the occasion, and as the other officers shuffled to their feet he followed the captain inside.

It took only a few minutes to introduce the officers by name and in order of seniority, but Standish was conscious the whole time of Dalziel’s crisp formality, the brevity of his comments which accompanied each handshake.

In theory Dalziel, like any other captain, was a guest in the wardroom, but as the introductions were completed he showed no sign of following this tradition. At least not yet.

He tossed his cap on a chair and said, ‘You may be seated. I’ll not keep you long, and afterwards, with Number One’s permission, I’d like to stand you all a drink while we have a more informal gossip, eh?’

Every pair of eyes followed his hands as he opened the briefcase and took out a stiff manilla folder and laid it carefully on a table beside his chair.

He said, ‘We will proceed to sea in six hours. Our first destination is Kuala Papan on the east coast of the Malaysian Peninsular.’ He turned sharply and looked at Irvine. ‘Know it?’

‘Yes, sir. About two hundred and sixty miles.’ Irvine’s mouth moved slightly in a smile. ‘It’s an inlet …’

Dalziel interrupted, ‘Yes, that is what Kuala means in Malay, Pilot, I’d have thought you’d know that.’ He smiled calmly. ‘It is actually two hundred and sixty-five miles from here.’ The grin widened. ‘Still, you weren’t to know I was going to ask, eh?’

Irvine dropped his eyes, two small spots of colour showing on his cheeks. He said, ‘Thank you for telling me, sir.’

Dalziel ignored him. ‘I’ll not bore you with a long appraisal of the Far East situation, gentlemen. My orders are to proceed to Kuala Papan and report to Rear-Admiral Curtis.’ He saw their mystified expressions and continued, ‘He happens to be an American. As you all know, there have been increasing incidents lately involving acts of terrorism and sabotage throughout the Peninsular, spreading as far north as Thailand, and south to Indonesia. We are, after all, only five hundred miles from Viet Nam, and as expected the communists have no intention of stopping short in that unhappy country.’ He opened a much-thumbed chart and held it across his body. ‘We have watched it happening over the years. Viet Nam, Laos, it goes on like some creeping, rotten disease, and now there are reports of communist infiltrators actually crossing the Gulf of Thailand to enter Malaysia and founding secret camps in Thailand as well.’ He refolded the chart deftly. ‘Their end purpose is only too clear, as you will no doubt agree.’

No-one spoke, and when Standish glanced around the other faces his immediate impression was one of cautious confusion. Except for Irvine, who was still smouldering, the rest were obviously unable to picture their ship set against the wider background of power politics and the tougher events of the cold war. Like Standish, such things were usually seen in newspapers, the figments of journalists’ fears or imagination.

Dalziel said at length, ‘The Americans have carried the can for the lot of us out here far too long. You cannot expect the U.S. taxpayer to go on footing the bill for the containing of communist aggression while the rest of us sit on our backsides and criticize, right?’

Pigott cleared his throat uncomfortably.

‘Yes?’ Dalziel eyed him impassively. ‘You have a question?’

Pigott shifted under the combined stares. ‘I’m sorry, sir, I just don’t see where we come in. The Reds have been pushing for years. And it looks me as if they are bound to take over the whole area if the Americans lose interest and our government keeps to its policy of withdrawal.’

‘Quite right!’ Dalziel smiled. ‘Hit it right on the button! But it does seem as if a little daylight has at last penetrated the dusty minds of Whitehall. The job of checking and policing this vast area is to be shared, not dominated by one solitary power. The Malaysian government is fully aware of what will happen if it is allowed to go on like this. Already there has been plenty of real trouble stirred up by these agitators. Killings and riots, their main weapon being to fan up hatred between the local Chinese and Malays themselves. Much in fact as the Japs did when they invaded here twenty-eight years ago. Divide and conquer, their basic principle. If it’s not political then it’s religion, but they’ll use something to force the issue into open war as in Viet Nam.’

He flicked open the folder and stared at it for several seconds.

‘Our role, or part of it, is to join forces with the Americans and local Malaysian patrols and keep an eye on any communist activity. Gun-running, smuggling saboteurs or even trained troops into the area; just as soon as our particular sector has been allotted to us and clearly defined.’

His finger moved slowly down a typewritten sheet within the folder.

‘But first things first. I’ve had a good look round the ship, and also made it my business to study her state of readiness.’ He seemed to be ticking off items in his mind. ‘Engine room is fine. Even in a new ship I never found better.’

Standish saw Quarrie’s shoulder move slightly, but his expression remained guarded, like that of a man about to rush to the defence of the thing he most loved.

‘Communications, well, they appear adequate for our purposes.’ Dalziel looked at Standish. ‘Who is the gunnery officer? No mention here at all.’

‘Well, sir, the main armament of twin four-inch guns is mothballed, and apart from humidity checks and so forth they don’t warrant much attention. Petty Officer Motts, the G.I., keeps an eye on them and the four Bofors guns.’

Dalziel regarded him thoughtfully. ‘Interesting.’ Then he swung round on his chair and jabbed a finger at Wishart. ‘And what exactly do you do, Sub, apart that is from carrying messages to the Officers’ Club?’
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