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John Eyre


Prologue
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“HE WENT FISHING,” WHEEZED the gentleman from South London. “All the way across town to the river. He was so bloody huge, he’d limp and lurch along faster than anyone else could walk.”

“He was very big, very ugly and very silent,” added Kayam. “Well, not so much ugly as disfigured. Pretty, he wasn’t.”

“Now and then he’d smell of something like fusty old boots,” said the Scotsman from behind thick dark glasses.

“He read thirteen newspapers every day and never gave no trouble,” declared their landlady.

For a long while, his fellow lodgers knew that much and no more about John Eyre. They would eye him uncomfortably through the rear window of the Calais Guest House, where he stood out in the dark, damp back garden in that hulking, misshapen stance of his, smoking a pungent cigar.

His early mornings were spent looking through the classified sections in the pile of papers that he had delivered; looking, now that he was sane again, for word from a god’s priests over four thousand miles away. The rest of the day saw him sitting at a strategic spot by the Thames, a fly-fishing rod propped up beside him, scouring the small ads once more before stuffing his hands inside the sleeves of a parka and staring out at the brown water. When he got a bite and the reel span, he wound the line in strongly and smartly, before holding it up to his good eye. It would only ever be a live, sparkling fish that splashed free of the surface, but he needed to be certain.

When he could no longer contain himself, ebbed tide or not, he would scavenge along the lower reaches of the river. He lunged and swayed as he stomped through the black, fetid mud. Prowling among decayed planks, broken prams, dead birds and wasted rope, the dreary muck and trash of jetsam, he scared away rats and other stray walkers alike. He would observe the egrets and the herons for any clues and sometimes stop quite still, just to listen to the water. When a boat, swift or slow, tug or barge, went by, John would study it closely. Occasionally, the boat people waved, but he returned no greeting, only watched them until they had passed. His quarry was being transported by water to London, so this was where he had to be. It had directed him here and would be transmitting loudly along London’s river. If it came past, he would know. Even if it was gagged, if it came near enough to be within range, John had a hunch that he would sense it. They had, already, a peculiar acquaintance.

He had tried renting a room at residential hotels overlooking the Thames, but each time they had taken one look at him and told him they were full. It was the same story elsewhere that he asked for lodgings for more than a single night. That he only communicated by words scrawled on scraps of paper hardly aided his cause. Only Gloria of the Calais Guest House, a good hour’s walk from the waterfront, agreed to take him in, and so there he stayed.

At day’s end, he would trudge back, taking the river’s rotten dankness home with him, to a hot dinner of liver and mash, chips and pie, or whatever Gloria, their fifty-something landlady, had ready for him and the other three gentlemen tenants. John would eat, well-mannered but unspeaking, and go upstairs to his room. He spent each day this way and each day was just like the last. This he liked. It fine-tuned his vigil. Any small but significant variation in the tight pattern formed by these superimposed days would stand out and alert him. Sleep didn’t come to him, but neither did he tire. His bedroom looked out onto a garden that sloped up to semi-abandoned railway sidings. If cats fought there at night, they would become aware of John Eyre’s sleepless presence at the window and slink hurriedly away.
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Five cold, drizzly English weeks had passed in this fashion when one early December morning promised to be fair. John limped down the stairs to find coffee steaming on a breakfast table polished by the sun. Although the other men, impressed by his size and the sight of his face, were cautious of the silent Mr E, there was no chill to this morning’s table. The threesome dealing with their eggs and bacon, porridges and toasts, were exchanging remarks in an atmosphere warmed by a sunny inclusiveness. 

“Older than my socks? They were my grandfather’s, you know.”

“I know it is hard to believe, Mr Mullins, but yes. My people occupy the same land today that they did fifteen hundred years ago, when your King Arthur was fighting the Saxons. When Sweden was being born. And yet less than ninety years ago—at a time when the Kurdish people were already displaced, dispossessed of their rights within Iran—when Ataturk invaded what Turkey called the ‘province’ of Kurdistan, the West simply gave it to him by rewording the Treaty of Lausanne. It then tossed the severed limbs of my nation to French Syria and British Iraq.” Mr Kayam gestured from side to side with a teaspoon to mark the last point he had made.

“Your cornflakes are going soggy,” said the retired Londoner with durable socks.

The Kurdishman slapped his hand on the table. “You are right, my friend,” he said. “I have strayed unthinkingly into political history, heedless of the certainty that cornflakes wait for no man. When Gloria’s evening dinner is but a distant promise.”

“Let us this evening have severed limbs, of chicken or lambikins, served up with chips and gravy,” piped up the Scottish man, Mr Gurney, or was it Gunny? John couldn’t remember. 

He ate, listening and not listening to these people. As always, a thick wad of newspapers, ordered and paid for by him, lent a promising aroma of warm pulp, printer’s ink and fresh news to the breakfast room. When he had finished eating, he got up with a refilled coffee cup and took the papers to a round table covered with a lace doily by the bay window. He sat in a velour-covered armchair and opened them, ignoring the news entirely, at the announcements and small print advertisements in the back. 

Some twenty minutes later, the other tenants having by then vacated the downstairs public area, the over-sized man rose clumsily, staring with an intent eye at the inside back page of the Times Literary Supplement. The other papers slid to the floor. To Gloria, who had come in to clear away the breakfast things, Mr E spoke his first words, which were:

“A map of the London docks. Do you have that? And some matches. And coca for the nose. I have to be going.”

His voice, thought Gloria, was not without its charm. She had the first two, by all means, but not the nasal medicine. 

John Eyre rocked down from his room shortly afterwards with a thick, unlit cigar protruding from his pursed lips. The landlady watched him take the London A-Z and box of matches from the breakfast table and walk straight out of the Guest House without his fishing tackle or so much as a thank you. Gloria sighed, then went and sat down in the same armchair at the bay window, leafing through the papers that the inexplicable Mr E had discarded. There was little of interest, except for a page of Chinese horoscopes. 

“2012. Year of the Dragon. For natives,” she read—Gloria was a Dragon—, “the Western calendar year ends with a sting in the tail. But remember: when a bit of the poison is the cure, a bit of a sting is a good thing.” 

Gloria really didn’t know the horoscope was suggesting, she was sure (it sounded ever so ever so), but if it was going to happen, it’d better get a move on. It was December already. The year’s promise was about to expire.
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“You didn’t have to wait long,” Rachel commented three months later, in the same chintzy guest house lounge, as she noted down Gloria’s recollections in a second exercise book. She had already filled one, listening at length to the erstwhile tenants, recording their contributions to a remarkable shared story, and was now interviewing the landlady. “Stay around John Eyre long enough and you were bound to get stung. Do you still read your horoscope?”

“I do,” Gloria nodded, wiping dust off the leaf of a rubber plant. “I’ll have you know, I’m beginning to get to know my inner authoress quite well these days. We have confabulations. She says my horoscope is a looking glass held up by the Cosmopolitan to the living moment.”

“Aren’t you worried it might predict more trouble?”

“Not really, dear. My enhanced being, you see,” Gloria Ellen Wood held up a water spray in one hand and a J-cloth in the other as if to display the attributes of her rank, “has made it clear that the laws of probability have a sense of decorum. After all that’s happened, I think we can expect a bit of peace and quiet. What about your bag of runes? What do they say?”

Rachel stopped writing. She turned over to a new, clean page in her notebook. “See that?” She held it up to the woman in the pinafore. “That’s what I got yesterday when I asked for guidance on explaining what happened. Not many people know that there’s a blank rune, and there are those who say it shouldn’t be included in the set at all, that it wasn’t one of Odin’s original stones. Anyway, that’s the one I drew.”

“Nothing.”

“Not nothing.” Rachel reached for her tobacco pouch and papers, then desisted before the landlady’s disapproving look. “Blank means the unknowable. That’s what it’s like, talking to you and the others about John. The more I talk to you and Candela, the less familiar he becomes. There’s the man I thought I knew, who once confided in me, and then there’s this great blank I find myself staring into. I’m not sure it’s possible to describe a life. It’s not like making a carving, when I’ve got the wood in my hands and I can turn it round and look at it from all the angles. The more I work at this, the untidier it gets. I might know what happened, but I can’t get to the end of it all.”

“Always start a story at the beginning,” said Gloria. “I’ll go and put the kettle on.”
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ONE


A beginning ends
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JOHN SAT ON THE CONCRETE dockside and propped himself against a capstan, arms around his knees, blowing the fringe out of his eyes, getting his breath back after scampering over from his father’s boatyard. 

There was a dirty danger about the North Sea as it swelled and rolled and thwacked the harbour walls, hissing low, conspiratorial provocations. It pressed its sandy stench of death and life into his nose and the bigness of its noise against his eardrums. He sat on this edge of a vacant, man-made enormity and saw and sensed and knew something far greater. The ocean of livelihood and fortune, shipwreck and tragedy, habitat and death. He lost himself to the churning wilds and the dim horizon, boy and sea joined in lonely communion and a bond stranger than kinship. Their shared secret instilled in him a thrilling peace of knowing and belonging, a relationship the ocean expressed by thumping the dock masonry, scattering spray and laying a distant, oily light on grey-green water. John’s mind opened to hints of perilous wonder and endlessness. 

His teachers despaired of his dreaminess. He was inattentive at school and made poor progress, but neither his mother nor his father chided him. They didn’t expect academic success in the family and placed little store by it. If the boy knew his three Rs, that was enough for Ron and Berta and the boatyard, alongside which they lived in a large weatherboard house. Conservative with a small c, they made sure that the lad grew up with good manners and proper habits, which was what mattered.

Every once in a while, John Eyre’s Danish mother would relate to him the tale of how his Lincolnshire town was founded by the faithful Grim. 

In Denmark, Berta’s blonde voice would sing out, the boy balanced on her broad knee or helping her out in the kitchen, one day, the king was murdered by a usurper. The dead king’s infant son, the prince Havelock, being next in line to the throne, was now also in immediate danger. Fearful for the boy’s life, the loyal fisherman Grim didn’t think twice. He took Havelock in his arms and he rode and he rode, stopping only to change horses, hard and long all the way to the coast, where he took a small ship over the sea to England and safety.

Grim settled in the selfsame spot that the ship landed, founding the town of Grimsby. And there they stayed. Havelock grew up into a fair and gentle giant, loved by all. Although he had no knowledge of his condition as prince—Grim guarded a careful silence about the boy’s identity—the day would come when he would return to Denmark to claim his crown. First, though, he would win a heavyweight stone-throwing contest and with it the hand of a princess, impressed by the great strength of the victor. His identity would then be revealed and with it his birthright and duty as royal son and heir: to go and fight for what was his. Which he did, Berta would finish the story beaming, becoming like his father, the rightful King of Denmark: which was Berta’s favourite sobriquet for her husband, Ron.

At the age of fourteen, when he was already close on six feet tall and growing in stature by the week, John left school to learn the boat repair trade with his father. His unusual size combined well with a natural sensitivity to skill him for the strong, delicate work. He led an unruffled existence, taking a small boat out fishing with friends at weekends, pursued by rather than pursuing girls, and generally keeping his own company, reading stories from the library, preferably about voyages, real or imaginary.

Ten years passed by uneventfully, until John tired of the boatyard being so near and yet so far from the sea and he decided to drop out of the family business. With few jobs going to Brits on the arctic trawlers, he opted to work off-shore on the gas and oil rigs. Not up top in another world of metal and noise, but in the water, in the ocean: as a diver. His father was sorry to see him go, but approved of the good money to be made on the rigs. And he’d not be far from home.

The young man spent part of his savings on an open-water dive course at Bournemouth on the south coast, before investing in equipment and the business of deep submersions in cold waters. These were dark and forbidding at first, then got steadily easier. Within six months, he had qualified as a Divemaster and was rapidly coming to grips with his new trade. He learned line-laying in an underground reservoir and, despite his immense build, negotiated cramped hydro-boxes at Vobster Quay and a sunken Wessex helicopter at Stoney Cove. He soon felt confident enough to apply for a job and presented himself for underwater work at a gas platform twenty miles due east of his native Grimsby, out in the North Sea.

The company found his dive record lightweight, but liked the ten years of working with metals, engines and machinery at the boatyard. They offered him a well-paid job on the proviso that he pass their own divers’ training course. The following day, under a freezing, choppy sea, John performed a multitude of tasks while observing strict adherence to procedure, was given the thumbs up, and found himself assigned as buddy apprentice to a cussed, forty-eight-year-old New Zealander called Paul Lawler, who had been working the rigs for thirteen years and was nearing the end of his tenure. Or was it his tether? As John would soon discover, there was no life to be had on the rigs, only an alternation of working and waiting. Working to make money and waiting for shore leave to go spend it. Out here on the remote superstructure, there were gruelling shifts, scant personal space and no joy. 

The bare sea, always, and the wind. 

John would be patient. He kept his mind on his work duties and his books, which he read under the white light of his bunk, and ignored the griping protests of the other men.

Even though assignments were limited to six months out of every twelve, those who worked more than a few years in the ocean’s industrial isolation ended up the worse for wear. Lawler, whose face resembled the cold metal of the sea, was one of them.

“I don’t need to work. I’m richer than any fucker on this rig and that goes for the bossman,” he told John. “And I certainly don’t need another rookie to train. When you’re with me, you do what you’re told and don’t fuck up. When we’re below, you watch. You do as I do. If I tell you to. When we’re topside, keep out of my way and you’ll be a lot happier for it. I won’t be because I don’t give a flying fuck about you or happiness.”

On their initial sessions together at shallow depths, when Lawler insisted that John demonstrate even the most trivial diving and technical skills, John knew that the man was laughing at him behind his mask. He wasn’t used to being disrespected. Those that knew him tended to like him for being thoughtful and quietly spoken; those that didn’t were deferential to his sheer size. He could belt Lawler later, but anti-social behaviour, on or off-duty, was tantamount to resignation. Quasi-military regulations applied on board the platform to keep order among men living in close quarters, cut off by the ocean from anyone and anything they held dear. 

John was on probation and he knew it. He had worked hard to earn this job and he planned on keeping it. And so he played Lawler’s game. Under sea, he repeated the hand signals that first-timers are shown. He soldered this to that and he showed that he could unscrew a bolt and put it in a pouch without dropping it. He smiled unseen behind his own diver’s mask and invited his mentor to continue. And on deck and in the social quarters, he kept out of Lawler’s way.

––––––––
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I need a room for a while. I will be out most of the day. I have money. 

The landlady of the east London guest and boarding house read the blunt words scrawled on the back of an old envelope and looked up. The gruesome, silent figure towering above her had one seeing eye and, unless she was quite mistaken, it had just winked. Speechless, and swamped by a flood of confusion, Gloria found herself opening the front door to let the monster walk in. Maybe he’ll scare the black-and-white cat away from shitting in the back garden, she thought. What struck her most, though, was his offensive smell. She sort of liked it.

––––––––
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John had met Rachel in Bournemouth, during his initial diving course, and went back to visit her whenever he could. She, at thirty-one, was intrigued by this big, younger man with a mind all of his own. After their first night together, Rachel took her bag of Nordic runes and pulled out Eihwaz. The stone indicated strength, reliability, endurance, a driving force. Well quite, she thought, still physically reverberating from their lovemaking. John was a giant of a fellow at twenty-five, fair-haired and more than a touch handsome. He came across as serious in an ambiguous kind of way. She liked their relationship as special, occasional lovers and that his job gave her the space and time to pursue her own interests. 

Rachel made a living selling wooden abstracts and figurines at weekend markets on the south coast. She carved the pieces in an incense-scented atrium that she had made from the roof terrace that went with her flat. Her market stall also included some imported African masks and animal figures from a supplier in London, which sold well, but she preferred to offer her own creations.

Sometimes when the testosterone level on the male-only rig got too much and he longed for her, John, imagining her curled up in a soft sweater and reading, would call her from the phone in the mess café just to conjure up her smile. Even if the TV blare from the lounge intruded like an idiot, they could still understand each other. As they talked, John would gaze through a window to dream, now, of land. At this distance, only sea and more sea met the eye, but over there, up the Humber estuary from Grimsby, in the port city of Hull, an old Ford Zephyr waited patiently in a rented garage to drive him south to meaning and truth in the warm depths of this woman, far away from the colossal impersonality of the ocean. Diving hadn’t brought John into the intimate contact with the ocean that he had hoped for. Either his expectations were mistaken and the great water held nothing for him, or he was missing something.

Just before he was due some time off, John was asked to do a series of repair and maintenance jobs at one of the company’s oil rigs, which was stationed much further north and out to sea. “Four days max,” he was promised. “And then a straight week off with a bonus in your pocket.”

The oil rig’s own contracted diving team had been evacuated together with the other personnel in their dormitory wing after a freak infestation of bugs. The divers’ services were much in demand and, while the cabins were sealed off to be fumigated, they had quickly been pressed into service on a Norwegian platform to the east. The sleeping quarters were now clean and bug-free, but the regular divers wouldn’t be back for another week.

John agreed to go, only to find that Lawler was on the same transport helicopter. All the same, he felt good about the job. There would be new things to learn and the pay was generously higher. From the air, as they approached their lonely destination, John could see that the oil platform was much bigger than the gas rig he had come from, a veritable town to the gas rig’s village. He might even like it. 

No sooner on board and Lawler, who had sat with his back to him during the entire flight, was cheerily swearing at crew members by way of greeting. This had been the New Zealander’s “home” for two years, John was told, until a run-in with the management had seen him downgraded him to the smaller gas units. 

The work turned out to be more of a challenge than John had imagined and they were expected to work a long shift. The air was colder and the sea rougher than at the gas rig nearer shore. On consideration, he wasn’t displeased that it was such a short stint. “Four days max and a week off,” he reminded himself.

On the last day, only too ready for his R&R, he sensed her well before his phone rang. It was a darkening February afternoon and he was preparing for a routine but icy inspection dive.

“That’s a pretty perfume.”

“It’s warm and dusky. Come closer and breathe more deeply in.”

“You know I will.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Will soon be. As will we, if never enough.”

“You are a tad short of becoming incongruously enigmatic, John Eyre.”

“You are the muse of my mind’s meandering. Yes: tomorrow. I’ll text you when I hit dry land and motor straight down. We’ve got a whole week, if that’s not too much for you.”

“Just hurry up and get here,” Rachel told him. “Bye.” 

The sea through the cabin window was heavy with dirty spume in the winter afternoon. The sky, slate grey, crackled with a fine tracery of silver.

––––––––
[image: ]


In the warm and luminous conservatory she had made by glassing over the attic terrace, Rachel emptied a watering can onto some ferns and bamboo and sat down with her book of Ovid. The Roman poet had been banished by the Emperor Augustus to the far north of the empire and she was reading one of his obsessive laments, in which he begs the stars to shine on his wife’s face and tell him what they see. What would the mythological video call reveal? Did she miss him?

For Rachel, to settle down with a book on myth or cosmology, here in the peace of her high garden, was a natural and almost necessary prelude to chipping and filing, working away at her wooden pieces, all of which had a meaning for her, even the lamp stands. John, though—she blew cigarette ash off a broad-headed elephant which she had oiled that morning and ran her hand over the carving—was a different matter of meaning. His shore leave began the next morning and six weeks had been a long time apart. 

She put the book down and looked up through the glass atrium. Even if she could not see the pulse of their stars in a sky hidden by day and cloud, there, nonetheless, circled Ursa Major and a story to go with it, no matter which culture you went to. In Rachel’s book of cosmic myths, the Chinese version told of a talented yet hideously ugly student called K’uei, who threw himself into the ocean to drown after he had appalled the emperor with the sight of his face. Beneath the calm waves, a monster came for him. But instead of devouring K’uei, the creature raised him on its back, breaking through the surface of the sea and lifting him all the way up to the heavens, where he took his place among the stars of the Great Bear.

I have to go, a sudden onset of agitation told her. She checked her watch: yes, of course she could. She would surprise him. He always drove south to find her, but this time, with a little help from her hormones, her penchant for the unexpected would shorten the gap between them. When he climbed down from the helicopter with his shoulder bag, she’d be waiting on the tarmac in eye-catching leggings and a sexy leather jacket. 

She could overnight en route at a friend’s and arrive at the heliport refreshed. 

In less than ten minutes she had all the things she needed in a bag. She hit the call button on her mobile and waited for it to answer.

“That’s a pretty perfume.”

“It’s warm and dusky. Come closer and breathe more deeply in,” Rachel smiled and walked round the room as they spoke, standing on tiptoe to adjust the position of an ebony whale on a shelf. “Just hurry up and get here,” she ended up telling him. “Bye.”

She clicked the phone off, checked her nails and got moving. Taking a bottle of water from the fridge, she turned out the hall light in the top-floor flat and took the stairs down with composed deliberation. Conscious of her own seductiveness, she got into her red Mini, placed a tasselled leather bag on the passenger seat and started it up.

––––––––
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Gloria liked having gentlemen tenants like Mr Eyre. Not guests: tenants. After all, they paid to stay there. Mr E was never late with the weekly rent and “Mister” was always nice, even if she permitted herself to be “Gloria” to the gentlemen. Be nice if he could bring back one or two of those fish he caught, she mused, as she dusted perfunctorily around his room. 

A thin pad of A4 paper and a biro lay on the formica table by the window and she nudged her glasses up her nose to see what Mr Eyre had written. A small hand for such a big man. Just a few short lines and right in the middle of the page.




Lazarus could not die after that.

In the cool stone baths of Bethany

He lay under water for hours and days

Until his sisters shouting, cursing,

Had him remove to the distance

Of a snake pit and the calcium of tiny bones



In the hole, in the night, the vipers uneasy

Halted their writhing 

He called for a flagon of wine, but empty

Spoke a name, but a false one

On the Wednesday, he ate ash and lime

Wiping his chin to an echo of eructation





Gloria pulled a face, as if to allow time to reconsider and have the decency to rewind a few seconds, so that she would not have read the unpretty words. She must ask someone what “coca” was. Maybe that nice young Mr Kayam who said he worked in pharmaceuticals. Some psychopathic medicine might pull Mr E out of his moody silence. Only he wasn’t moody, he was more even-tempered than any of them, so what was the cat that had got his tongue? A woman, she was sure of it. They love to bring a big man like that to his knees, oh, and she’d known some in her time, she could tell you. Her keen hearing recognized the footsteps of her foreign gentleman coming upstairs and she opened the door.

“Mr Kayam, good afternoon,” she enunciated in as educated a voice as she could muster.

“Yes, Gloria,” replied the olive-skinned fellow, who carried a slim briefcase. “It is.”

“There’s something I would like to enquire about with you. If you don’t mind, that is.”

She moved her head forward to whisper in his ear. He thought over his answer for a few seconds and whispered it back to her. She whispered another brief question. Mr Kayam looked at her and the faintest hint of perspiration showed on his forehead.

“Are you sure, Gloria?”

“I am, Mr K,” she said emphatically.

He considered. “Alright!” he agreed airily, not knowing what else to do or say, and went into his room, closing the door neatly behind him. How on earth his landlady could have guessed his illicit means of getting by was perplexing. He was discretion itself. And yet it would appear that she didn’t mind in the slightest.

––––––––
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Rachel glanced over as a motorway service station came into view at the bottom of a long hill. 

“Hungry?” she said to the hitchhiker who she’d picked up a petrol stop earlier. 

A lengthy pause followed. 

“Yeah,” the tubby, flame-haired girl said finally.

“Come on, I’ll buy you lunch.”

She signalled to pull off the motorway. Approaching them on the hard shoulder was a short man in a fluorescent yellow safety jacket.

“Slow down,” said the girl, and lowered her window to wave as they passed by the man in his floppy hat and old trousers. When Rachel looked in the mirror, she saw him hold up a hand, but without turning to look back.

“Someone you know?” Rachel asked.

“Nobody knows,” was the unhelpful reply.

They stepped out onto the service station forecourt under a powerfully still afternoon sky. Even though the sun was hidden by cloud, the adjoining field shone in an ashen grey light. The two women climbed the steps to the restaurant area and pushed through swing doors to find themselves enveloped in the hubbub of humans in transit, dry sweat, defensive body language and non-committal noise. As they moved further in, the clatter of food trays and fruit machines raised the level of the din. 

Rachel chose a tuna and cucumber sandwich from a glass cabinet.

“That’s dolphin,” said her hitchhiker, who shifted over to the hot food counter and asked for a square of lasagne and a portion of chips.

Rachel made as to retort but restrained herself. She put the tuna sandwich back and took a baguette of prawns and mayonnaise instead, before going to sit at a table next to a freshly shaven, friendly-looking guy with a pony tail and a denim jacket, who was cutting up pork loin for his daughter. As she settled into the seat, she saw the tubby girl take a table three away from her own. The girl wasn’t ignoring her. Indeed, she was looking at Rachel without touching her food. Eventually, Rachel stood up and walked over to her carrying her baguette and Jamaican coffee. Before she could open her mouth, the girl, expressionless as always, stated quietly:

“Tea leaf.”

Thief, I think you mean, thought Rachel. She hadn’t even sat down. She peeled the plastic lid off the coffee and sipped it.

“Yes. Denim jacket. He’d have had your purse in one and been out of here in two.”

“Now why do you say that?”

“I know,” she said simply.

“You mean, you know him personally? Or something tells you it’s so?”

The girl made no response. Rachel sat down beside her so that she could look back the way she had come. The man, who was quite tall, was pouring soft drinks into two plastic beakers and paying no attention to them or anyone else. His daughter, who was about seven, picked up her drink with both hands and gulped thirstily

“The girl’s the piece of work. Don’t you cross her.” 

Rachel looked at her companion. Her large cheeks had red freckles that were raised slightly from the surface of the skin. She looked out into space and then started on the lasagne. Rachel noticed that her tongue had a stud.

“Where do you live?” 

“Here,” came the reply between mouthfuls.

“Where’s here?”

“Where’s anywhere? The motorways, gell. There’s about thirty of us do it.”

“You live on the motorways?”

“Service stations, trucks. We know all the regulars. Sometimes we sleep in the cabs. No funny stuff, not wiv me anyway, they wouldn’t dare. One or two of the gells do.”

“I could take you into a town, if you like,” Rachel offered.

The freckles, pulsating faintly, seemed to be doing the thinking for the girl. 

“Nah,” she said. “Ain’t left the ways for three year now. You’re alright, though.” She turned to look at Rachel for the first time. “Got fifty p?”

As she opened her purse to look for a coin, Rachel started thinking about her next move.  I think I’ll carry straight on to Nottingham without picking up any more motorway people. I’ll phone Katie. I’m sure she’ll put me up for a night. 

Freckles said, “Don’t go to Nottingham. Go to Sheffield. I hope he’ll be alright.” 

Had Rachel spoken her thoughts out loud? 

She didn’t think so. In fact, she knew she hadn’t. Struck dumb by shock, she held out a fifty-pence piece. A grubby pink hand closed on it and went off towards the slot machines.

“Bye,” said Rachel emotionlessly. 

Not knowing what to think, not knowing whether she should be annoyed or nonplussed by this transitory person, she got out her mobile and was about to call Katie in Nottingham when she found herself going “Oh!” in a state of great bother, and ended up texting a message to John instead. Why wouldn’t he be alright?

Anything I can do 4ulysses? Silky Siren.

Mind I don’t tie you to the mast, he returned.

He sounded just fine. 

Rachel passed behind the tubby girl on the way out. “Good luck,” she called out, and wasn’t surprised when there was no reply. The girl was concentrating hard on operating a mini-toy crane to pick up a perspex ball. She’s just a big child, thought Rachel. She survives. She manages, somehow, without going anywhere, living alone on the motorways with nothing better to occupy her than that old loser’s game. Everyone knows the ball always slips from the crane’s grasp just as your time runs out, leaving you nothing to regret but some trashy bauble. How dismal and self-defeating. 

Rachel walked out to the top of the restaurant steps, lit a roll-up and blew out the smoke. The car park below was suspended in a milky half-light and her gaze drifted to the luminous field that she had noted on arrival. Thick mists had moved in and they were drifting and crisscrossing each other, revealing patches of dark green before closing them up whitely again. Then she saw the horse. It was tied by a long rope to an iron post and was going around it in a wide circle, galloping furiously. It had emerged all of a sudden from the cold mist, urgent snorts of steam issuing from its nostrils. Stamping the black mud, it ran and disappeared back into the invisible limbo. Rachel watched and waited for it to come around again, wanting it to come back, but it didn’t. Where are you? she thought. She stamped out her cigarette and went quickly down to her Mini, the air’s cloudy opacity receding before her obligingly. As she opened the car door, her eye was drawn to the window of the services café, where a tall profile with a ponytail turned away.

Inside, the man who had been sitting with his young ward had sensed someone behind him. He turned to face the freckly motorway girl. 

“We got your friend’s number,” he told her.

The girl was looking at him defiantly. She wore a large, pink, plastic hairgrip in her hair and she now showed him the empty perspex ball it had come in. It had been a rare win. The ponytail went instantly into a snarling crouch. His mean look turned to panic as she tossed the ball high and wide of him and he collapsed a chair as he ran and fell, catching the ball just before it hit the floor.

People at nearby tables froze and stopped eating and talking for a few seconds, before deciding it was safe to resume. 

“You leave her alone, or next time it lands and you’ll be witch meat,” said the pink-cheeked girl. That said, she swallowed back her fright and walked away.

The child accompanying the denim-jacketed man hadn’t deigned to watch. She had carried on observing the parking lot, slowly writing down selected number plates in her collector’s jotting pad, in a short column that started with a red Mini.

Rachel rejoined the motorway and drove fast, missing without meaning to the exit for Nottingham and Katie’s house, and she arrived in Sheffield, where she knew nobody, just as sleety rain began to fall out of an early night sky. It was another hour and a half to Hull, where John now lived and where the airfield was, and she was unusually tired. She found a room above a city centre pub, smoked a mind-shuddering joint, and then took a hot shower, letting the water thunder down her body and batter her blind, upturned face, erasing questions from her brow as quickly as they formed.
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John slept soundly that night and woke at his usual hour of five-thirty. He was immediately aware of rain, a gusting wind and the low sound of a mean sea. There would be no diving today. Fierce rain drumming on the steel walkway outside said there wouldn’t be much welding work up top either. If he wasn’t reassigned to other tasks, which his contract was vague about, he could stay in and read until the chopper came.

He sent Rachel a text message. 

A digital rune stone skips across the water to you. 

Moments later, he watched with surprise as one of the orange-waterproofed Lithuanian workers outside, whose phone conversation had just been cut off, roared, shaking his fists, and threw his mobile over the edge of the rig and down to the sea to splash unheard and sink. “That woman, she no dare put phone on me down!” John could hear him shouting to himself. Then the man performed a little dance in the rain on the gantry and smiled. Turning round, he saw John peering up through the high cabin window and bent down to tell him: “Next time she ring, she get ear full water, ha, ha, ha!” John looked at his own mobile, but there was no signal for a reply from Rachel to complete the little scene. In any case, she’d still be fast asleep.

He breakfasted with the early crew, ignoring the bored banter, and checked his watch. It was 6:10. He would have another egg and mug of tea and then go to the notice board to check his duty sheet for the day. Before he could get up, Lenny Knowles, the shift supervisor, put a hand on his shoulder and said in his ear: “A word.”

Saying nothing and walking at a smart pace, Knowles led him past two sets of offices to the General Manager’s private suite. Roland Young acknowledged them both with a glance as they entered. He stood poring over a plan with Paul Lawler and a woman Eyre didn’t recognize. Lawler scowled at him and looked as if he would have spat if he hadn’t been in Young’s expensive-looking office. John reckoned the woman in the trouser suit at around forty. Serious, plain, authoritative. A roar of wind outside made their quietness all the more apparent.

“According to your CV you are trained in operating a crane with a heavy-duty cutter,” the woman said to him without preamble.

“At my old man’s yard, yes,” said John. “What’s the story?” 

The three people at the table said nothing. Knowles stood apart and looked away.

“He’s a boy scout with a badge for opening tins is all,” said Lawler loudly.

“You said it wasn’t impossible,” the woman said to the platform’s General Manager.

Roland Young looked doubtfully at her and Eyre both. “John, we’ll need you to sign this,” he said, pointing to a document on his desk.

“Official Bloody Secrets Act,” Lawler answered the question in John’s face.

“Mr Eyre? John? My name is Margaret Hatton. I’m with the Ministry of Defence. We have something of a problem.”

“Or you wouldn’t have interrupted my breakfast.”  

“Quite. You know what this is.” 

She invited him to look at the large print-out on Young’s leather-topped desk. It was a diagram of the drilling platform’s undersea supporting tower. The kind of plan he was used to working with every day.

“There’s a long chain caught in one of the struts of the compliant tower and on the end of the chain there’s a mine.”

John instantly recalled his grandfather’s stories about the Navy’s mining of the harbour entrance to Grimsby. When Hitler was winning and U-boats were stalking ever closer like sharks. The mines were cleared after the war, of course, but a few always got away. One must have drifted for all these years before finding something to cling to.

“World War Two,” he thought out loud.

“Unfortunately not, or it would probably be harmless by now,” said Miss Hatton. “This one broke free two days ago during a defence exercise ten miles west of here.”

“Damned irresponsible. What the hell were they doing that close to an oil rig?” 

The woman from the ministry paused as Roland Young fumed, but he left it at that. He had taken up cudgels on this already and knew it was useless to argue the case any further here and now.

“It’s rather powerful,” continued Margaret Hatton. “And it’s armed. These ecographs taken at a distance by one of our submarines...” 

John’s mind protested weakly as the rain intensified outside, rattling hard on the metal roof. He felt as if he’d drifted into a daydream belonging to someone else, probably a B-movie producer.

“...suggest that it is caught within the cage of the tower, at a depth of approximately eighty metres, on a chain length of approximately thirty metres and waving in an arc between sixty and one hundred degrees in a north-westerly current.”

“Right underneath us,” said Young.

“Why hasn’t it sunk?” John asked.

“It’s intelligent, adjusts its own buoyancy, even trailing a chain. Very sophisticated.”

“And a submarine can’t approach it or the rig in this swell,” guessed Eyre.

“Correct,” said the Ministry of Defence woman.

“And we most certainly can’t lower a man in a diving bell for the same reason,” concluded Roland Young heatedly.

“When you say it’s armed—” John began to ask.

“Knowles, chairs,” barked Roland Young. 

They sat around the woman in beige to hear out the rules of the game they had been drafted into.

“First of all, you should understand that the training exercise included an assessment of the mine’s offensive capability.  To put it plainly, the Navy wanted to try it out and see what it could do. An order was sent to the mine using an encrypted military signal and the instruction to override the default non-aggressive status was accepted by the mine’s computer. Which is to say, it armed itself.

“Now when the mine is armed in this particular way, if it is struck by another metallic object,” Miss Hatton spoke calmly and looked round at the faces of the four men. “It explodes. And if it senses a metallic structure, its electro-magnetic outer core will strain to reach it, powering a turbine in that direction. Again, on making metal-on-metal contact, the mine will explode. That is its particular design. And that was the function of the chain to which it is attached. When the mine was instructed to activate during the training exercise, it should have detonated within seconds of locating its own metal chain. We’re not sure if it has malfunctioned or not. What we do know is that instead of making contact with its chain and completing the explosive circuit, it broke free from its mooring. You might say it’s gone rogue. 

“The long and short of it is that it has latched onto this rig and we have to deal with it. Naturally, we are considering its integrity as compromised. As soon as we can distance it from the platform, we’ll detonate it safely. Meanwhile, we have to follow all available precautions and consider the action options. The in-built intelligence system that blocks non-friendly interference should be sound, but it’s possible that an unrecognized transmission sequence might activate its offensive capability.”

“I got the first part about it going off if it touches metal,” said John. “What was the transmission stuff all about?”

“It’s designed to distinguish friendly signals and broadcasts from attacks on its software systems. All shipping in the vicinity and our designated allies employ frequencies and styles that it will ignore. But there’s a chance in a million that it could interpret an unknown radio signal or suchlike as unauthorized,” said Margaret Hatton.

“And that could set it off.”

“Shouldn’t, but could,” she admitted.

“We shut down all non-guaranteeable transmitters an hour ago,” said Young. 

Including mobile phones, thought Eyre. 

“Where do I fit into all this?” he asked finally. As the words fell from his lips, they seemed to send a fateful pulse to their collective dream and the room glimmered.

“We have to recover the device before the chain works itself free and it floats off again, or the mine rounds on itself to find the rig structure,” Miss Hatton said. “Without delay. If weather conditions worsen, the chances of the current changing direction are very high.”

“You want him to hook it for you,” said Knowles.

“In a manner of speaking, yes. Do we have any string, or some wire?” 

Roland Young went to rummage in his desk drawer, harrumphed, and came back with a yo-yo, which he handed to her.

They watched as the woman let the toy unravel and dangle. It span in the air at the end of its string. She looked at Eyre. 

“Give me your hands,” she said. 

John Eyre held them out. She placed the plastic spool in the palm of one massive hand, wound the string around the index finger of his other hand and then pulled them some two horizontal feet apart to simulate a chain stretched taut by a current. 

“This is the mine,” she indicated the yo-yo. “And your finger is the strut on which the chain is trapped. The chain has to be securely clamped for the mine’s withdrawal.” She pinched the horizontal string close to the hand holding the pink toy. “Then the section holding it to the rig must be severed.” 

Knowles saw what was coming and handed her a pair of scissors from Young’s desktop. Miss Hatton cut the string and lifted the yo-yo from the diver’s huge upturned palm, leaving him looking supplicant and empty-handed, with just the redundant remnant of string left tied to his forefinger as if to remind him of something. “The mine must then be brought to the surface without coming into contact with a metal body.”

Is that all? thought Eyre. “Then what?”

“Our surface vessel will be on hand to take over from that point. A Navy officer will be directing the operation throughout, but we need someone who can work the diving bell equipment.”

“He’s still learning how to find the light switch. It’s my job,” protested Lawler. “This is fucking nonsense.”

“You don’t have to do this,” said the woman in the brown slacks to John.

“And he won’t,” Lawler declared.

“Paul, shut it,” ordered Young. “Lawler’s out of the dive. He’ll be advising,” he said, without looking at either diver.

“I don’t get it. He’s the top man,” John said.

“He’s grounded: been drinking again. You know the rules. Could explain why you’re such a bad-tempered bastard, Paul,” said Knowles.

“Like bloody now. Evacuate the rig. Let it blow.”

“We can’t operate ’copters in this.” Young moved his head to indicate the ugly squall they could all hear whipping up the dark day outside.

“But it’s okay to lower a bell?” objected Lawler. “That’s the decision of sobriety, is it?”

“Not mine,” said Young.

“Who’s then? Whose rig is it? Petron Oil’s or hers? I say, we wait for the anti-cyclone to blow over and then evacuate. Leave it to the Navy, or whoever it was that fucked up to take care of.” Lawler had stood up.

The Defence official looked politely at the man in charge of the drilling platform and its crew of a hundred and eighty men and women. She could be a copper, thought Eyre. Tidy, shoulder-length, auburn hair, businesslike. The kind of woman who had no trouble getting herself taken seriously by men on an oil rig.

“Mr Young?” she prompted. 

He complied by lifting a fax off a tray and handing it to Lawler. Lawler’s eyes rolled to Eyre and back to the document.

“Orders from the top?” John asked. 

Lawler handed it to him. “From on high, yes,” he said. “Weather report. Storm 1300 hours.” 

John looked at the fax briefly, saw the tightly packed swirls, and felt his heart ache.

“Will you do it?”

“Miss?”

“Hatton. Margaret.”

“Miss Hatton, I’ve never operated the diving bell.”

The lady from the ministry swore with a single but explicit word.
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Knowles and Lawler accompanied Eyre from Young’s office down to deck level. A diving tender, who John knew, and another man that he surmised correctly was military stood with their heads together. The black Navy officer was doing all the talking and the red-haired rig man was nodding, his eyes screwed half-closed in order to hear the words in the wind and bitter rain. The rig tender received the final instruction with a slap on the back and broke away to order the winch and technical equipment made ready for the dive. 

Lawler, in the absurdly short time they had, was telling Eyre in a low, fast-working tone as much as he could about working the controls of the diving bell. John felt the crisis had finally softened the man into a human being. 

The bad conditions were becoming atrocious. A sucking wind switched direction to spike their faces with icy rain.

“Diver!” shouted the rainproof-overalled Navy technician. 

Already? thought John. They weren’t wasting any time. “Why are you still doing this, Lawler?” he said. “Why don’t you pack it in?”

“For your nosy arse information, I bought a dive school in the Bay Islands two months ago. That’s Honduras, Caribbean, mate. And the next answer is no, I won’t be fucking happy there, either.” He looked Eyre in the eye. “Now fuck off,” he said.

John found it cumbersome inserting his large frame into the bell and once inside felt distinctly unhappy about it. In a wetsuit he had freedom of movement. Here he was, he couldn’t help thinking, in a metal trap. He waited, thinking that maybe they’d whistle and tell him to get the hell out of there: that it was all an elaborate practical joke. Instead, a clunk announced the sealing of the deep-sea unit.

He wished he could have spoken on the phone to Rachel, to his mom and dad. Just a few words to ask how they were. He looked out through one of the windows of the bell and saw the Lithuanian who had chucked his mobile earlier. He was sitting cross-legged on a raised walkway, not smiling anymore, just watching, getting soaked despite his yellow sou’wester. Eyre gathered his senses together and began familiarizing himself with the lay-out of the controls. Before he knew it, the crane had lifted the bell and was swinging him out over the edge of the platform, winching him down, swaying in the sleety rain and gusty wind, to meet the North Sea in one of its legendary bad moods.
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Gloria was pleased when, half an hour before supper time, the nice Mr Kayam motioned her to join him upstairs. As she entered his room, he indicated that she should close the door behind her. 

“You are sure that this is what you want?” he asked.

“Just this once. It is, you know, for medicinal purposes,” she explained primly.

“I wouldn’t normally be able, you realize.”

“Oh, quite,” she said, looking around the room. He was so tidy for a foreigner. 

Mr Kayam placed in her palm a small oblong paper wrap.

“Is that all?” she said.

“How much did you want?”

“How much is normal?”

“This isn’t for you, then?”

“Good heavens above, no. It’s for a friend.”

“A whole one?” he suggested.

“A whole one,” she agreed.
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The operator halted the winch, waiting for the bell to steady itself from rocking in the wind, before lowering it to the waves. He had to set the contraption in the surging sea as smoothly as possible. A peak rose and fell, then another, and just as a third dropped down so did the silver ball bearing John Eyre, hitting the surface solidly before going down through it. He fell sideways as the bell submerged and needed both hands to right himself again in the seat. He looked around for any damage, checked the instrumentation and sent an OK to the team up top as the bell rolled again. The currents tugged and shoved aggressively and he felt queasy for the first time in all his years at sea. The observation windows showed only the jumbled shine of powerful searchlights in a malignant black nothingness. 

The diving chamber edged slowly down.

“Ten metres,” he radioed up.

“Check, diver. You’re doing fine.” Their control panel agreed with his.

The winch unrolled the steel cable gingerly. The mine was supposed to some seventy metres below him, pulling away horizontally on its long chain, but there was no way of knowing if it was still there. It could just as easily be trailing up from the depths like some lethal squid.

“Twenty metres, nothing.

“Twenty-five metres.

“Thirty metres—I can see the compliant tower. It’s a good distance away.”

“Don’t forget, diver,” it was the voice of the Navy technician. “You just keep cool and tell us what you see. You spot something, you just report. You got that mate? You do nothing without orders.”

Orders now, is it? John thought. My signature for their official bloody secrets bought them more than just my silence.

“Jesus!” he then heard.

“What is it?” he demanded to know.

“Nothing, John,” came Roland Young’s querulous tone. “It’s just getting a little blowy up here.”

John held down a button to train both search lights on the hazy criss-cross grids of the tower structure.

“Forty metres, the tower is clearly visible. This section of it, anyway,” he said. 

“We’re reading you, diver.”

John kept a watch on the depth gauge, made a quick check of the other control buttons and levers in the diving bell, and went back to scanning the darkness.

At sixty metres, he felt the bell halt.

“John, we’re slowing the descent to a metre a minute. We think it’s got to be close,” said Miss Hatton’s voice.

Up top, the control room was buffeted by squalls and yet, despite the nastiness of the conditions, a few rig workers had gathered outside to observe the invisible action. Ignorant of the purpose of the dive, they looked suspicious or even angry, standing with arms crossed.

“It would have been better to keep everyone busy,” said Miss Hatton. 

Roland Young ignored her. He was silently praying.

“Stop the descent, stop!” sounded the voice of John Eyre on the intercom.

The winch stopped at seventy-two metres.

“I have a request.”

“Go ahead, diver,” said the man John had seen on deck directing the winch crew.

“There are too many voices. Let me speak to one person only, whoever’s in charge of the dive.”

“You’re speaking to him,” said the same voice. 

“You’re Navy, right?”

“Lieutenant-Commander Jason Astley, Weapons Engineer Officer. Speak to me.” 

“I am about ten or twelve metres from the tower. I can see a chain caught in the corner of the V made by one vertical and one diagonal strut. It’s not wrapped around it or anything, just jammed in there somehow. One section of the chain, maybe ten metres long, is hanging down vertically on my side; the other section is stretched out horizontally under the platform. The current is pulling very strongly that way. How long the stretched-out chain is, and whether there’s anything on the end of it, I don’t know. That’s all I can make out.”

“OK, diver, understood. Wait for instructions.”

Young quickly sketched the position on their diagram of the underwater structure and placed the mine within a cat’s cradle of trickiness. Margaret Hatton showed it to the Royal Navy officer in charge of operations. 

“Right in this corner,” she told Astley. “There isn’t a big enough gap. The girders are too tightly packed. Even if he manages to secure the chain, it will be impossible to withdraw the objective without it making contact with some part of the structure: there’s metal everywhere. Of course, the fact that it got in there at all would suggest that the magnetic core is inoperative, but...”

“The risk scenario doesn’t compute for wishful thinking,” said WEO Astley. He took up the handheld intercom. “Surface to diver.”

“I’m listening.”

“It is imperative that you prevent the objective from escaping. I want you to use the extendable pincers to clamp the chain immediately behind the strut. Clamp nice and firm, understood? Be careful not to nudge the chain when you move in or you might dislodge and free it from where it’s stuck. Don’t cut, just clamp. Repeat my instructions.”

Eyre did so and added: “Then what?” Thinking, Wait for instructions.

“Report back and wait for instructions,” came the reply. 

Eyre cut the transmission and peered out at the shiny chain links vanishing into the gloom.

In the control room, Lawler said, “What do you call a blind Bambi?”

“No eye deer,” remembered Young.

John knew which controls powered the pincers but was unsure how fast and manoeuvrable they were. In the heave and pull of the deep water, he went about it slowly, grateful to find that the two articulated arms responded obediently to his commands. At first, they pushed outward beseechingly and he had to narrow their angle. The next time he pushed the lever forward, they extended together, passing over the steel struts where the chain hung down. 

The North Sea was only inches away, promising an instant, icy crushing, yet the air in the bell was warm and musty, making his mouth dry and his head ache. John blinked twice and concentrated, encouraging himself. The bell was swaying, but only a little. It was just like scrap work at his old yard, he told himself. He just had to stretch out the pincers like a giant crab’s claw and keep his eye on a single chain link. A single point on Miss Hatton’s taut yoyo string. Close in with one open claw, nice and easy, and before you go any further, you look. Look at the steel reality in the floodlit water, then check it against the image transmitted by the camera on the tip of the pincer. OK. They correspond. Now concentrate on the high-definition image on the diving bell’s screen and manoeuvre that pincer claw. Adjust it down and turn fifteen degrees clockwise. Down some more. Move in and the chain is sitting right in the V of the grip.  Press the button to clamp and... stop.

Let’s see. I retract the arm and the chain pulls in with it. I extend the arm and the chain moves out again. Again. I pull... and I push. Alright, then. Now the other heavy pincer. Go in there, let the camera guide you and that’ll do, right there, snug behind the first one and... clamp. Up the torque on the clamp and that is a hold. Yes. He could winch a tug out of the water with a grip like that.

“Diver to surface, the chain is secured. I have a good hold on it.”

“OK, diver, good work. Hold it there. Wait for instructions.”
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During the ten minutes that John had taken to complete the task, a beleaguered Roland Young had been anxious to engage the Navy weapons specialist and the government’s Miss Hatton in urgent discussion, to devise a workable plan, but had found them both at a disturbing loss for words. He had the sickening suspicion of a decision already taken that he alone was refusing to take on board.

“What do you call a blind Bambi that’s playing dead?” queried Lawler. No one replied this time. “Still no idea,” Lawler told them. He went outside, stopped by the window and urinated with the wind.

Young hadn’t the strength to reprove him. “We can’t have that thing going off, it’s unthinkable,” he said. “There are nearly two hundred lives at stake. Not to mention the platform itself. Then there’s the storage tanks. They’re virtually full. Breach them and you’ve got 300,000 gallons of crude spilled into the sea,” the general manager and captain of the rig spoke with resigned calm. “But you knew that, didn’t you?”

The Navy’s Weapons Engineer Officer said: “So we can’t risk unclamping it. Your man will simply have to hold it there until conditions improve and we can clear personnel off the platform. Then we’ll get a mini-sub in.”

Young looked over at Miss Hatton, who didn’t shake her head to object.

“That could be days. I don’t remember him taking any sandwiches,” said Lawler, who had come straight back in so as not to miss anything.

“Shut it, mate,” he got back. The Navy man wasn’t trained for humour.

“That isn’t going to be an option,” asserted Roland Young.

“Anything that works here is now an option,” said the Navy Officer.

“Just who has jurisdiction here?” demanded Young angrily. He couldn’t get the word “sandwiches” off his mind. Lawler was right, Eyre had no food or water, but it was much worse than that. He now realized that when these two from the government and military had previously invited him and Lawler to a friendly open confab, it was only to see if they had anything to suggest that might bear on their formulated orders: issued by a far higher authority. He and Lawler had come up with nothing because there was nothing, and so the plan had gone ahead to sacrifice one man to give the rest a fighting chance to last out the weather and get away. My God, just how big was that mine? His mind swam.

Lieutenant-Commander Jason Astley nodded at Miss Hatton. “She has. You know that. Then me, then whoever the Navy says.”

“Well both of you listen to me,” snapped Roland Young. “We all represent vested interests here. Each of us has our mandate.  But my case is different from yours. I am responsible for this platform and everybody on it. I think you’ve just killed one of my men and that statement is a matter of public record. I will consequently be resigning no matter what the outcome. So, what happens after that? I defy an MoD gagging order on the incident, which will be published in all the papers, and go to jail. I wonder how long for?” He paused to wonder, before making his point. “Unless, of course, we can find a way to get every last man and woman off this rig and back on safe ground. And I mean everyone.”  

“I say,” Margaret Hatton said calmly, “we call for coffee.”

“You pour oil on troubled waters, miss,” said Lawler.

Astley’s temper flared. “Right, I want him off this team and out of sight,” he told Young.

“Where I can’t be a witness to pre-meditated murder,” said Lawler.

“He’s my underwater expert. I need him here,” said Young, who most definitely wanted a witness there.

“Well, tell him to keep a lid on it,” said the Navy man directing the operation.

“Lawler, behave. Ask Knowles for that coffee.”

At that very moment Lenny Knowles opened the door of the control room. All
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