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  TEN YARDS


 

  THIS IS THE story of a man. No
leader of men, just a sailor who signed on to fight because he
believed that every man who could should have a go.


  My name is Thompson,
petty-officer, and I’d like to tell you about him, for when a man
gives his life for you there’s—Hell, I don’t know, but something
inside you makes you want to tell people: maybe a man’s proud he
had such a friend.


  Old Jack wasn’t over-endowed with
sparkling wit. A stolid, easy-going sort of coot who’d do anything
at all for you—it only wanted the asking. Now I come to think of
it, the only attributes which lifted him above the level of
mediocrity were his splendidly muscled body and his being a man
clean through, from the top of his dark haired head to below his
bootlaces.


  I’d been back to Sydney only a few
days from the evacuation of Berbera, early in the piece, and was
having a quiet drink in a city bar, in civvies, about four of a
hot, thirsty afternoon. Beside me a cluster of three or four
sailors were drinking, and I looked them over for a chance
acquaintance. They were Reserves, however, and I knew none of
them.


  Then the swing-door pushed open
and this nuggety sailor stepped in. He stood beside me and quietly
ordered a beer. I didn’t know him either. Now I have a lot of time
for “Rockies,” as we call them—have four on my gun, in fact, and
the job they did in Berbera—but that’s another story. Yet the look
of the bloke on the other side of me, one of the group of Rockies,
turned me up a bit. Olive-skinned, greasy sort of fellow, very
self-assured. The type who’s been in about six months and talks
like he’s been through two wars. He was talking now, holding forth
to the barmaid and a couple of interested civvies, loudly and with
much assurance.


  “It’s time those bloody
Pommies woke up! What we want is less of the ‘old school tie’ guff
and more action. Let ’em bomb Berlin, I say. All we hear is
‘withdrawal according to plan.’ Look at Berbera now. You saw the
papers. France all over again. My God—British Expeditionary
Force?”


  He sneered then, drained his glass
and whacked it on the bar.


  “Expeditionary Force? British Evacuation Force!”


  I saw the big sailor step lightly
and quickly behind me.


  I’d never seen a man knocked clean
off the deck—outside of Hollywood. Perhaps this time he may have
been leaning back a bit. But I saw quite clearly his feet leave
that bar-room floor a good three inches as Jack hit. He didn’t
bother about him after that first slamming jolt, but planted
himself in front of the astonished group. I can hear his voice
now. It had the crispness and metallic finality of a breech
shutting.


  “Listen to me, you Saturday afternoon swabs! I’ve seen the
British Expeditionary Force at Dunkirk, and I’ve seen the British
Expeditionary Force at
Berbera, and I’m here to say now a whiter crowd of blokes never
lived! And I say there’s more guts in one of those feller’s
toenails than the lot of you lumped together!” He leaned forward,
balancing himself. “Get me?”


  They got him. Not a man moved. His
mouth twisted. Then he turned, drank his beer, and strode out. I
watched them pick up their sprawled cobber, then I, too, drank up,
and followed him.


  Next day I reported aboard the new
ship I’d been drafted to. She was a sloop, smaller than a
destroyer—only a baby compared to the six-inch cruiser I’d just
left. But when I looked her over, and noticed the modern
dual-purpose four-inch quickfirers fore and aft, the shell-firing
Oerlikons at strategic points along her superstructure, and her
collection of depth-charges aft, I felt comforted. Half the crew
were still on leave and, being the senior seaman petty-officer
aboard, in the absence of the Coxswain, I was given the job of
regulating.


  I’d just got settled in my tiny
office when the quartermaster brought down a “draft-in.” I looked
up.


  There he stood, his heavy kitbag
slung easily under one arm, the lashed-up hammock in the other. He
seemed a bit puzzled as he looked at me, and I knew he was trying
to place me.


  “Petty-officer
Thompson,” I told him, officially. “That was a nice left
yesterday.”


  “Name?”


  “Brodie,
Jack.”


  “Rate?”


  “Able-seaman.”


  “Badges?”


  “Two.”


  “Last ship?”


  “Typhoon.”


  Typhoon
… I looked up quickly at the brown, quiet face.
So that’s how he came to be at Berbera! Memory dropped me quickly
back in that violent harbour. I could see again that little
patrol-boat, flat out, heading straight inshore under a scythe of
whining lead from the Italian machine-guns on the jetty. There were
two wounded British swaddles still to be taken off, and
Typhoon had been given
the job. I remembered I’d had my gun trained on those bastards on
the pier, but couldn’t open for fear of hitting Typhoon. She managed to reach our
ship’s side before, ripped and smashed, she sank like
lead.


  “l don’t suppose you’ve
passed for Leading-seaman, have you?” I asked. “We’re one down at
the moment.”


  “As a matter of fact, I
have.” The voice was deep, pleasant. “I’ve been waiting to be made,
but for some reason I can’t make it.”


  “Right. You can take
over acting duties, and that should bring your recommend along if
you keep your nose clean.”


  “Listen, cobber, it’s
no good. There’s sure to be some timber round somewhere. I’ll swim
buck to where she went and latch on to a bit, then when I yell you
can join me again.”


  “Ten-yards
…”


  





   





  CHALLENGED
PASSAGE


 

  CAPTAIN NORMAN HALLIWELL embodied
not at all the usual conception of a ship commander. He neither
looked nor was salty, nor was his thinking hampered by the accepted
encrustation of barnacles. As he stood on his bridge, feet spread
well apart, manicured hands in the pockets of his tailored uniform,
he might have been mistaken in the dusk for the third or fourth
mate, but for the bright gold of his four rings and something
masterful, dominant, in the planes of his hard, young
face.


  “Mr. Mate, we’ll have
an extra lookout aloft when we clear the Reef. Shouldn’t be
surprised to sight his aircraft any time now.”


  “Very well, sir,” the
older man answered.


  “And have the
direct-action shell up at the gun. That armour-piercing stuff would
belt right through a sub.”


  He strolled over to the port side
of the bridge, moving with an easy litheness that was somehow
impressive in so big a man. As he walked the restless glance of
sun-narrowed eyes trained on to the compass, the flanking coast to
port, above to the purpling sky, ahead to where the dim line of
coast curved down to disappear beneath the rim of blue.


  Everything those eyes saw, they
noted. Captain Halliwell, in command at 30, was taking his ship
through a reach of sea cursed for its treacherous reefs and shoals,
now made doubly dangerous by war-time’s extinguishing of guiding
lights. And taking her through without a pilot. He glanced
aft.


  Below the bridge, and stacked
tightly on the well deck aft, were crowded scores of heavy Army
trucks and efficient-looking guns, their yellow paint new and
unmarked. It was a large cargo, priceless in value. His mind
reverted, as it often did, to the row upon row of heavy aerial
bombs stowed tightly below in the vast cargo space. They were inert
now, but they would be eager enough to join in the party heralded
by the clap of a torpedo’s arrival …


  Without much effort he changed his
line of thought—he had become used to doing that. Every few hours
he thought of those bombs, stowed safely enough now—and in perfect
position to rip the guts out of her if they went up. Now he stared
up into the darkening sky, a long and searching and happily
fruitless stare, and resumed his pacing.


  An hour later, while some light
lingered above, she made the narrow passage in the Reef off the
north Queensland coast, and with a few yards to spare on either
side eased through the gap. Her course was set north by east for
Port Moresby, an outpost of defence whose successful continuance in
that capacity depended in large measure on the safe arrival of the
munitions in Halliwell’s holds.


  That they would reach their
prescribed destination Halliwell had little doubt. His confidence
in himself and his ship was experienced and steady. If the
erstwhile First Officer of a merchantman which had more than once
broken the Spanish blockade in another war couldn’t bring his
present new command through a sea even habited by Japs …


  He turned from the binnacle to go
below for dinner, and halted by a voice-pipe marked “After Gun.”
Bending, he spoke slowly and distinctly:


  “For exercise, repeat
for exercise, bearing Green two-o, submarine. Range oh-four-o,
deflection eight left. Salvos.”


  Before he’d finished speaking the
gun astern had begun to slew round on to the bearing; and
straightening up he noted with masked approval the loading numbers
standing-by with shell and cordite.


  “Secure the
gun.”


  He replaced the flap cover of the
voicepipe and ran lightly down the well-deck ladder to his
cabin.


  The big ship moved on through the
night at a steady 20-knots, darkened now, riding the swell with
long, lifting movement, her derricked foremast sweeping in a slow
curve across the star-dusted bowl above it. The night was lovely,
and a cool breeze blew in the face of the officer of the watch
standing on the bridge against the starb’d side weather dodger.
Idly he noted the first-watch lookout relieving his opposite number
on the foc’s’Ie head.


  The shape of a man climbed on to
the port bulwark and began running up the ratlines to the crow’s
nest fifty-feet above his head. The officer of the watch heard the
foc’s’le lookout call to him when he was nearly up.


  From the bridge he saw the swiftly
climbing man turn his head to reply. He did not see the missed hand
grip on the ratlines, but he saw the body high up on the shrouds
falter, lurch sideways. And he heard the shriek. And the final,
sodden thud.


  That horrible sound still in his
mind the officer of the watch ran to the captain’s speaking tube.
He blew down it, and spoke urgently when Halliwell
answered:


  “Man fallen from aloft,
sir! The relief lookout.”


  “Right,” the captain’s
reply came quick and crisp, “In the spare cabin with him. I’ll be
there shortly.”


  The officer peered over the bridge
rail and saw a dark group clustered about the foot of the
foremast.


  “Forrard there! Take
him into the spare cabin. Easy now,” as the crumpled shape on the
deck was picked up and carried off the hatch cover.


  Halliwell had been about to
shower. He dressed quickly and made his way aft. Half an hour later
he climbed to the bridge. His face was grave.


  “He’s badly hurt,” he
answered the officer’s look. “I think a rib’s punctured his
lung—froth, blood on his lips. We’ll call at Thursday Island. If
we’re in time.” He swung, his tone crisp. “Steer 310. Full ahead
both engines.”


  She made the tide-swept channel of
Thursday Island late the following afternoon. A signal flashed to
the station on the hill had an ambulance waiting for the injured
man before the last berthing wire was made fast to the
pier.


  Halliwell saw his crewman loaded
into the ambulance, and watched the vehicle move carefully over the
rough planks of the jetty, then turn left, along the foreshore
towards the cluster of white buildings on the point.


  He turned to the Mate.


  “You’d better step
ashore, Mister, and see if there’s a seaman anywhere in the town.
Maybe the District Naval Officer can help. Don’t be long. We sail
in an hour.”


  “Aye, aye,
sir.”


  The Mate passed below, and a few
minutes later was striding towards the neatly clean little township
lazing beneath the tall green of the palms. Halliwell walked slowly
to his cabin.


  He was impatient to be under way
again, to get out into the open sea where every turn of his screws
would bring his cargo nearer to the isolated men waiting for it. A
gesture of his hand brought the quartermaster from the
gangway.


  “Let me know
immediately the Mate returns.”


  “Aye, aye,
sir.”


  Halliwell stepped into his cabin.
He was disturbed half an hour later from study of a large-scale
chart by the quartermaster’s knock.


  “Mate returning now,
sir.”


  “Very well.”


  He made the upper-deck in time to
see the Mate, followed by a man in dirty dungaree trousers and
khaki shirt, step over the starb’d waist. Halliwell studied his new
seaman closely as he came towards him on his way to the foc’s’le.
He saw a man singularly uninspiring to inspection; an odd,
unplaceable sort of face, and a foul neckerchief, the face
unshaven, and producing in the immaculate Halliwell a sensation of
disgust. The Mate came up.


  “That the best you
could do?” Halliwell grunted.


  “Yes. sir. The only
free man on the island. Seems he was left stranded when the
pearling fleet packed up. The D.N.O. tells me he’s had a bit of
strife with him—drunkenness, mainly. But we won’t be worried with
that!”


  “We will not,”
Halliwell promised. “But keep an eye on him. It’s only for the one
trip, thank God.” He paused, his hand on the bridge ladder. “Funny
sort of face. Almost … half-caste.”


  That struck me too, sir. Maybe a
Malay mother or father somewhere.”


  “Or a Jap,” Halliwell
finished grimly. “As I said, keep an eye lifting. We slip at
once.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Both officers climbed to the
bridge and the latest addition to the crew stepped into the empty
foc’s’le. He threw down the small gunny-sack which held his gear
and leaned back against a top bunk and looked about him.


  He justified HaIliwell’s vague
distrust. Brown, almost yellow, colouring, long black hair, heavy
eyebrows hanging over small eyes in very shallow sockets. His jowl
was heavy, yet the heaviness was of flesh, for the chin itself was
of small bone structure.


  A rolled cigarette drooped from
his mouth. He removed it with a dirty thumb and forefinger, spat
accurately at a fire-bucket opposite, returned it, and started
unpacking his minute wardrobe. Now and then, furtively, although
the foc’s’le was quite empty, his head turned and a pair of black
eyes stabbed alertly behind him.


  The big ship slid down-channel
with the five-knot current, passed the signal station perched high
on its hill, altered course to starb’d when she made the open sea
and then aimed her blunt snout for the far horizon at her full
speed.


  As is usual at this time of the
season in that place, the sky was hung with heavy black rain
clouds, with a rain squall blotting out the horizon to port. The
weather would remain like that throughout the night, until she was
clear of the high land astern.


  Halliwell on the bridge noted
those shrouding curtains of rain to port, and thought
automatically and without pleasure how a submarine could approach
close through its cover, loose its messengers and glide back into
opacity. He began pacing.


  She slipped on through the quiet
sea, lookouts posted fore and aft, for now she was in the war zone,
and though many miles from her objective, she was within easy range
of the Jap air-bases in New Guinea. On, until the clouded darkness
enfolded the sea and the ship.


  It was warm and well lighted in
the foc’s’le. The first watch were at supper, preparatory to
relieving the last dog-watchmen at eight o’clock. A seaman with the
patina of years of seatime on his leathery face shoved back his
plate and wiped his mouth with a large chequered handkerchief. He
leaned sideways and pulled out a pipe from a back pocket of his
jean trousers. With the smoke-screen pouring to his satisfaction,
he spoke generally:


  “D’you reckon we oughta
tell this new bloke Reese what cargo we’re carryin’ down
below?”


  He was answered by a big man in
grey flannel shirt and dungarees.


  “No. Won’t do him any
good to know—probably spoil his beauty sleep anyhow. He’ll find out
soon enough when we unload the stuff.” His chuckle at the thought
of Reese’s face when he saw the big bombs come swinging up was
deep, slightly malicious.


  “Come to think of it,”
he went on, his look quizzical, “the coot never talks much. If yer
ask me, I don’t think he knows much English. Queer bastard. Seems
to me some diver from one of them pearlers had himself a nice
night ashore on Thursday … Damn him anyway—he’s only doin’ the one
trip, if I know the Old Man. And I do. Who’s for a game of
mah-jong?”


  So the new hand, pacing the
foc’s’le head on his trick as lookout, remained unaware of the
touchy load of high explosive beneath his feet. He had noticed the
trucks and guns on the upper-deck, and he had judged that the rest
of her cargo was the same.


  When he was relieved at eight
bells Reese ate his supper silently, his black eyes on his plate.
Often, as though he was anxious to know how much time he had in his
bunk before he would be required again, his glance flicked up to
the big bland face of the clock on the bulkhead. But none of the
men in the foc’s’le were paying him any attention. If they had,
they might have noticed a sort of repressed nervousness in his face
and look.


  He finished his meal and walked
aft to his bunk. It was well clear of the mess tables, and a quick
look showed him the men off watch forrard under the clock, playing
a hand of pontoon. Behind him. also clear, the mess-boy cleared the
tables.


  Carefully Reese pulled a newspaper
from beneath the mattress and opened it. Inside, and folded to lie
with the paper, was a small chart of Torres Strait. Plainly marked
with a little cross was the spot on which the captain had fixed the
ship’s position just before the sun went down. A half-inch above,
and directly in line with the ship’s next port, showed a similar
cross, this one marked in red ink.


  Reese measured with his eye the
distance between the two marks, and folded the newspaper. Then he
looked again at the clock.


  The ship moved on, steadily, with
purpose. It was half an hour to midnight. A slight roll and the
toppling white of the bow-wave were the only indications of
movement in the murk about her. All was quiet and still.


  The forrard lookout, the seaman
who had relieved Reese earlier, called to the bridge, his voice
seeming to come from nowhere:


  “Foc’s’le, bridge. All
well.”


  Back to the eyes of the ship he
paced, his sight striving and failing, to pierce the wall of
blackness. He turned, and started his beat back.


  Abruptly, he halted. He stared in
disbelief. Below him and slightly ahead, obviously coming from the
foc’s’le, a foot-wide swathe of bright white light lanced through
the blackness and shone in a glistening circle on the sea beneath.
While the lookout stared, anger mounting in him, the light cut off.
A moment of darkness, then the betraying beam shone out again.
There could be no doubt about it. That regular beam was a
signal.


  As the lookout realised to whom,
or to what, the signal spoke, urgent fear opened his
mouth.


  “Bridge! Bridge! Light
showing from the foc’s’le!”


  His voice rang like a bugle in the
quietness of the night. Abruptly, the light from below shut off.
The lookout waited there till the stumbling footsteps of the Mate
came hurrying forward.


  “Who the hell’s showing
a light? Where’d it come from?” the Mate demanded
belligerently.


  “Somewhere along the
side down there, sir. It was a signal. Kept flashin’ on and off. A
signal, I tell you!”


  The Mate was a small, peppery man.
His voice was curt.


  “Don’t be absurd, man!
Obviously it’s a badly fastened deadlight. Can you imagine anyone
inviting a torpedo with what we’ve got? Stay here and make sure
which scuttle it comes from I’m going below.”


  The Mate merged again into the
darkness. He felt his way alone the upper-deck, under the break of
the foc’s’le and into the crew space. Standing in the dimly-lit
space he looked around him, his sun-reddened face belligerent.
Everything was quiet, the only sound the breathing of men who had
not yet been called for the middle watch at midnight. And … one
other sound. A soft, rubbery thump.


  He listened. The ship rolled to
port, came back. Again the dull thud. Moving quickly forward he
found what he sought.


  Above an empty bunk, its bedding
tousled, an unclipped scuttle swung back and forth with the roll
of the ship. Cursing the callous selfishness of one man for
jeopardising the whole ship for what looked like fresh air for
himself, the Mate angrily clipped the scuttle shut. He would bloody
well find out whose bunk this was.


  He bent to rouse the man below. He
paused. Maybe in the small kit-bag hanging on the ship’s side, or
on some letters beneath the mattress, a customary stowage place, he
could find the bunk’s owner without needlessly waking a sleeping
man. Hoping, and promising himself full judgment on the offender,
he pulled back the mattress. There was nothing but an old
newspaper.


  He caught it up to look beneath.
Something slipped from inside and fell, opening out as it hit the
deck. The Mate’s eyes widened in puzzled surprise. Then they
narrowed to suspicious interest as he bent and picked up the
chart.


  The alleyway below the bridge was
dark, and Reese’s figure as it waited there in readiness was
crouched and merged in with the surrounding blackness. From behind
the pantry door he had seen the Mate’s discovery, and the trained
brain behind the beachcomber exterior had acted with cunning
swiftness. His frame tensed as he heard quick footsteps.


  The Mate’s body appeared at the
entrance to the alleyway on his urgent way to the captain on the
bridge. He came abreast of Reese. A hand, the fingers stretched out
to make a rigid chopper of bone, slammed down against the side of
his neck.


  But not too hard, not so fierce a
blow as to make him lose consciousness. He staggered back against
the bulkhead, his head twisted instinctively to face this sudden
attack, and he saw the dark bulk of his assailant run from the
alleyway and turn aft. Shaking his head the Mate jumped In
pursuit.


  Reese ran on through the darkness,
stumbling over ropes and hatches, and behind him he heard the noise
of the Mate’s pursuit. So far, the plan was working. He ran up the
poop ladder, ducked from sight outboard of a lifeboat, slipped off
his coat and dropped it on the deck.


  He had to be quick. The case of
bully-beef was there, placed in readiness beside a wooden raft. He
hucked it up and carried it to the rail. The Mate’s footsteps were
now on the ladder. Reese shouted: “You’ll never get me, you British
bastard!” Then he heaved the box as far out as he could over the
rail. Before it hit the water he was crouched behind a
ventilator.


  The Mate rushed round the lifeboat
in time to hear a heavy splash below him. Breathing heavily, he
bent down and picked up the coat tangled round his feet. He leaned
on the rail a moment, getting his breath, thinking of the body of
the enemy agent, already cables astern. Then he thought of the
triangular fins which by now would probably be cutting the water
towards Reese. It was a horrible, and a rewarding,
thought.


  His mind came back with a flick of
urgency to the chart. The captain must know. Watching him go,
Reece’s satisfaction was mixed with concern—he had to secure for
himself a hiding place until the ship reached port tomorrow.
Urgently his mind reached into the ship’s unfrequented places. It
settled on the cable-locker. What better place? Naturally the ship
would go alongside to unload. The anchors would not be required.
No one would go near the cables.


  He was easing from behind the
ventilator when another thought slipped into his tautened
consciousness. What if they’d seen his signal out there? The Jap
was in this area, he knew that well enough. It was almost certain
that the flashing porthole light had been sighted—in the overall
blackness it would have shouted with the vehemence of a
lighthouse.


  But, even so, the cable-locker
could be the safest place. The Jap would aim for her guts, for the
big holds and the engine-room. He would have plenty of time to
climb out and jump overboard, and then it would be simply a matter
of the original plan being put into practice—the boat lowered to
pick up important prisoners, and himself.


  There was no doubt that the
cable-locker was the place: whether the ship were sunk tonight, or
whether she went alongside in the morning. No one would look for
him; he was dead. Through the trucks, along the deserted deck,
Reese slid. A minute later he was in the smelly darkness of the
cable-locker.


  On the bridge, Halliwell listened
grimly to the Mate’s quick voice. He offered no ejaculations either
of astonishment or disbelief—this was his First Mate talking, not
a fanciful cabin-boy. Instead, he took the chart and carried it
into the wheelhouse, the Mate behind him.


  A simple, swift calculation
compared the positions of the red cross on the chart with the
ship’s. Halliwell stared at his deputy.


  “My God, Mister, we’re
dead in line with that cross!” He swung to the helmsman.


  “Hard-a-starb’d! Full
ahead both engines!”


  Both were emergency orders
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