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A battle-hardened destroyer cuts through the Pacific at the height of World War II — and at its heart stands one unforgettable man: Chief Petty Officer William “Hooky” Walker. Tough, fearless, and fiercely loyal, Hooky has survived combat, betrayal, and the brutal demands of life at sea. With a steel hook in place of his right hand and a reputation forged in fire, he keeps discipline aboard the Wind Rode with sharp eyes and sharper instincts.

But danger doesn’t only come from enemy submarines and Japanese bombers. Beneath the surface of shipboard routine simmer rivalries, hidden fears, and deadly tensions among the crew. As a young and inexperienced officer clashes with seasoned veterans, Hooky must hold the ship together while the war presses closer with every passing hour.
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JAMES EDMOND MACDONNELL was born in 1917 in Mackay, Queensland and became one of Australia’s most prolific writers. As a boy, he became determined to go to sea and read every seafaring book he could find. He served in the Royal Australian Navy for fourteen years, joining at age 17, advancing through all lower deck ranks and reaching the rank of commissioned gunnery officer. He began writing books while still in active service.

Macdonnell’s naval stories feature several recurring characters—Captain “Dutchy” Holland, D.S.O., Captain Peter Bentley, V.C., Captain Bruce Sainsbury, V.C., Jim Brady, and Lieutenant-Commander Robert Randall.

“Mr. Macdonnell displays a gift for vivid narrative that might have made him an outstanding war correspondent if he had not happened to be a sea officer.”

(TIMES LITERARY SUPPLEMENT)




CHAPTER ONE

THE TWO MEN sat at the chiefs’ mess-table, holding hands. They were still. The mess was quiet. Despite themselves, the other three chief petty-officers were interested, their eyes on the pair. These two made no movement, yet their stillness accentuated the force their muscles were extending. From the forehead of each man beads of sweat oozed out, and merged, and ran jerkily down their faces. Between the faces, level with them, were their straining, steady left hands. The fingertips of these hands were red. The knuckles were white.

The nervous impulses necessary for motion had already been conveyed from the brain down through the spinal cord, and thence by the motor nerves to the great arm muscles. But the impulse to contract would not have reached the muscles without the release of that vital chemical substance, acetylcholine. The men were healthy; acetylcholine was being discharged constantly. A rapid succession of stimuli was sustaining the muscular contraction of their left arms.

The chief gunner’s mate, a small wiry man, leaned forward a little. The still, straining forearms were beginning to move, very slowly, sideways. Sweat burst from the foreheads of both men. The movement was halted. For a moment, for a second of supreme effort, it was halted. Then in a smooth, steady, inexorable arc the hands moved downwards and the knuckles of the lower hand were knocked definitely against the table.

The breath of the defeated man released itself in a deep grunt. Their hands unlocked.

“One day,” the chief telegraphist panted, “I’ll do you.”

“Wish to hell you would,” growled the gunner’s mate. “We’re all gettin’ a bit jack of this weekly entertainment. What’s the use? He does you every time. Reckon you oughta try reefin’ a bit of that grease off your great gut then you might do some good.”

“And end up half a fathom of skinny bloody misery like you?” snarled the chief telegraphist, amiably. His bread-and-jam induced corpulence was alluded to at least once every day, and gave him no offence. “Anyway, Hooky,” he squinted at his opponent, “it took you longer today.”

The other man nodded, and smiled. He too had grown a little tired of the regular contest. A minute before he had contemplated faking a win for the telegraphist, but the thought had been swiftly transitory. Something vital in his nature had rebelled, and rejected. A small rejection, maybe, yet significant. It had something to do with the reason he was entitled to wear on his chest the ribbon of the Conspicuous Gallantry Medal, and why, next to the coxswain, he was the senior man on the lowerdeck of this Fleet destroyer.

Now, still smiling in a quiet and friendly fashion, he took up a packet of cigarettes—they belonged to the chief gunner’s mate—and with a dexterous movement flicked one out. This is normally not a feat worthy of recording; yet it was done without the benefit of hand or fingers. His right wrist ended in, and was prolonged into, a shining steel hook. But none of the other four men in the mess commented, or even noticed. They were used to the uncanny manipulations of that grim and efficient “hand.”

With his left hand holding the box of matches Hooky scratched a match alight with the same hand and applied it to his cigarette. The gunner’s mate leaned across the table and took up his packet.

“You don’t mind?” he enquired with sarcasm.

“Hell no,” Hooky grinned. “Help yourself.”

“Gee, thanks.”

The packet was deposited in a safer place. Hooky breathed smoke and shoved himself up.

“Drop of fresh air,” he grunted.

No one answered him. There was no need for a man to establish his whereabouts. Destroyer Wind Rode was only three hundred feet long, and the clangour of the alarm reached into every compartment. Hooky stepped out on to the starb’d side of the upper deck.

Though only thirty-five, he had been at sea for close on twenty years. But his eyes still squinted in an automatic filtering reaction as they met the late-afternoon glare dazzling up from the face of the Pacific. He stood there a moment, breathing appreciatively of the fresh air while his eyes grew accustomed to the glare, his face towards the sea.

His face could not be confused with a Robert Taylor’s, nor did its anatomy approach the nice ugliness of a Wallace Beery’s. Fixed somewhere in between these two extremes, Hooky’s face could be described as normal, except for several sharply distinctive characteristics.

It was tough. It was large, of course, being the northern end of a huge man, but in its stump of a jaw and the angularity of its cheekbones there was something of the insensible imporosity of teak. This apparent imperviousness of his skin was no illusion. It was affected by years of sunlight, both direct and the almost as strong reflection from a horizon-wide sea. It was tougher than a farmer’s or an outdoor worker’s, for this face had been worked upon by the prolonged and fierce attentions of unbroken wind. Neither buildings nor hills nor forests stem and divide the force of an ocean wind. It comes slewing across half the world, unobstructed, and for hour after hour, year after year, works its hardening will on the face of a seaman.

A seaman’s face never loses the rich deep patina laid on by sun and wind. Hooky’s face was weather-leathered.

Granite is hard—and forbidding. Hooky’s face was not that, not normally. It held a quiet pleasantness, a trustful and assured maturity in its deep lines and the calm steadiness of the eyes. You would let this man go out with your sister. If you caught his eye in a bar you would feel a wish to smile, and nod. If he put out his hand a child would take it, unhesitatingly and with instinctive trust. He was a man; you would be fortunate to have him as a friend.

He was a man, this Chief Petty-officer William Walker, and so not perfect. A friend’s sister was safe with him, but this moral and biological restriction did not extend to all sisters. In port he drank a good deal. In fact, at the drop of a leave pass his drinking could develop into a carousal. Sometimes, but not often, he made mistakes in his judgment of a man. But in this pattern of his imperfections there were two staunch straight strands: though not overtly religious, he did not ever blaspheme; and to his shipmates and his captain he was unimpeachably loyal.

Hooky strolled aft towards the ladder which led down from the foc’s’le deck to the ship’s waist, that part called the iron-deck. The flotilla was steaming in line-ahead and the next ship was clearly visible beyond Wind Rode’s quarterdeck, and beyond her the slowly swaying masts of the other three destroyers.

Hooky did not look at the flotilla. He could hear the ping of the asdic’s operating, if he looked up he could see the aerial of the search radar revolving. But Hooky had been at sea before radar was thought of. With a casual yet careful glance he studied as he walked the smooth sea and the mild sky, knowing that in these conditions asdic and radar were highly efficient, yet choosing to see for himself. At sea, in wartime, he could not help doing this. He had been well trained professionally, and savagely by experience. Radar could miss a small glass eye a foot above the surface, and it was not covering the whole of the sky at once. Torpedoes travelled at forty knots, fighter aircraft at four hundred. A few seconds gained in early detection could mean all the difference in a ship’s life-saving swing. Hooky had been taught this. More importantly, he knew it.

But apart from the flotilla, there was nothing on or above this area of the western Pacific to concern him. New Guinea was behind them, the Hermit Islands ahead. In between there appeared to be only Wind Rode and her four friends. The objective of the flotilla’s patrol was to determine if appearances were deceptive.

For all his bulk Hooky stepped quietly down the ladder. At its foot, on the iron-deck, he halted. The stoker, too, had halted, beside the guardrail. A careful man also, this stoker. But his interest was on the deck, not the sea. He looked aft, and saw no one. He looked forward, and saw a huge figure standing by the ladder, its arms crossed and its face waiting, watchful.

The stoker swallowed. He bent and took up the bucket of filthy sludge he’d brought up from the engine room. He sidled forward past Hooky. He said, “Just stopped there for a breath of freshers.” Hooky said nothing. The stoker tipped his sludge down the offal chute, thus leaving the ship’s side unstained.

“Good things, offal chutes,” Hooky said.

“Yes, Buffer.”

“They save silly sailors having to clean up other people’s mess.”

“Yes, Buffer.”

“Though stokers, of course, are always careful where they ditch their muck.”

“Yes, Buffer.”

“Wouldn’t want to end up in the muck themselves. Scrubbing it off while their mates are ashore.”

“No, Buffer.”

“Intelligent people, stokers.”

“Look, I only stopped there for a breath of freshers. I wasn’t gonna heave it over the rail.”

Hooky’s look was bland. “Never said you were, now did I?”

“No, Buffer.”

Hooky moved on. His face was calm and a grin was twisting in his guts. He could hear the monologue back in the engine room. “That big bastard. Eyes all over his great flamin’ bonce head.” And he knew that one more stoker would go straight to the offal chute in future.

He walked past the funnel, feeling the heat of Wind Rode’s breath. She was at an easy fifteen knots, but there were another twenty in her boilers. At this time, with the men just finished afternoon tea, the deck was almost deserted. There were a dozen men closed-up at B-mounting, but that was forward. Aft, so far as he could see, there was only the lifebuoy sentry, whose job it was to give the alarm and heave a lifebuoy over if anyone were silly enough to vacate his home. Hooky had noted automatically that the sentry had his whistle slung on a lanyard round his neck, and that he was pacing his beat alertly—having sighted the visitor—when he heard a murmur of voices coming from the port side of the waist. He crossed over past the end of the torpedo tubes.

Six ordinary-seamen were sitting on the deck. Hooky knew their rating, but there were other signs which proclaimed it. The khaki uniforms were stiffly new, unfaded. The gold lettering on their cap tallies gleamed untarnished by salt. Yet a three-badge able-seaman may buy a new uniform and cap tally—it was their faces which betrayed them. Not because they were young but because they were red. They had joined the ship in Hollandia two days before. A month of this equatorial weather would see their faces tanned. But it would be years before they could boast the deep polish on the face of the man lecturing them.

“Knives, now,” Petty-officer Gellatly was saying as Hooky came up. He held up his own big instrument, and opened the blade, and then the sharp marlin spike on the back. “Orders say a seaman always carries his knife when on deck. There’s a reason for orders. You mightn’t use your knife for days. Then bingo. They’re lowering the seaboat, right? The forrard hook slips. Down drops the bow. The ship’s moving ahead. What happens? You’re in the boat. A minute, and the boat hurtles arse over tit and you’re out of it—if you’re lucky. But that won’t happen aboard here. Why? Because up top a smart hand whips off his knife and slices through the other fall—with the blade kept clean and sharp—and the boat hits the water, level. No one drowned through being knocked out by an oar, no broken legs caught under a thwart. Got it?”

Hooky leaned against the outboard tube, watching the young faces, seeing the comprehension in them. That’s the way, he thought—make-see. Don’t just order ’em to carry knives, show ’em what’ll happen if they don’t. Memory stirred in him. But before he could correlate his thoughts Gellatly was saying:

‘‘That guard-rail, now. You see it’s slack. Now we know guard-rails shouldn’t be slack. So you feel for your knife, to tighten the slip with your spike. But your knife’s in your locker. Never mind, you say, when I come on deck tomorrow with the old knife I’ll do something about that guard-rail. Tough luck for your messmate. An hour later the ship lurches and he lurches against that rail. But the rail’s still slack. It sinks under his weight and he sinks down to the port screw. Unfriendly things, screws, specially when they’re doing about two hundred revs to the minute. So. Now we know two good reasons why we always carry our knives. Here’s another one. If I catch any man in my part of ship without his pusser’s dirk I’ll have his guts for a necktie. Any questions?”

No questions. A tentative grin here and there at the threat. A hand or two fingering the clean sharp knives on the clean white lanyards. Naval issue, those lanyards. In six months they’d have their own, fancy ones made of codline. Hooky folded his arms. He looked out over the sea.

“I remember a time when a knife came in handy,” he said.

They had noticed his arrival, but now the deep voice brought heads round to stare at him. In their time aboard they had seen this outsize fellow, but this was the first time the god had spoken to them directly.

“A few years back,” Hooky continued, “not long after the war started. In a cruiser at the time.” His voice was reminiscent, not lecturing. He wanted them to remember this through the value of a story. “Few of us had been put aboard a German merchantman we’d hove-to. Turned out she was carrying ammunition and supplies for a pocket-battleship. The cruiser went after the big bloke and we were ordered to take the prize to Madagascar.”

He had their attention completely. Quietly, Gellatly lit a cigarette. He knew this story, and he suspected that the Buffer was more intent on putting another image in their minds separate from the value of always carrying a knife.

“Anyhow, things went off all right until our skipper—he was a young lieutenant then—found a German chart and worked out that it had on it a rendezvous between the supply-ship and a U-boat. So he decides to keep that rendezvous. She was a good plan, and pretty easy. After all, the U-boat expected to sight us and take on fuel. There was only one snag. We were dressed in our uniforms. Luckily there was plenty of German clobber on board and we dressed up in it. So along comes the U-boat early one morning. Now on a bridge you can’t see much of a man’s uniform. But you can see his head. And no German captain would meet another without a cap on his scone. Trouble was, our skipper’s head was too big for the captured captain’s headgear to fit him. This was bad, as he had to have a cap on when the submarine came close alongside. So what did our bloke do? He slit the cap band so’s it’d fit him. And what did he do that with? A seaman’s knife. And what would’ve happened to that seaman if he’d boarded the prize without a knife? Well now, I can tell you what’d have happened to the lot of us. That sub would’ve blown us clean out of the water. So we were saved, you might say, by a knife.”

Hooky stopped, and nodded thoughtfully. There was a waiting silence. Then a young voice asked:

“But what happened to the U-boat, Chief?”

“The U-boat?” Hooky said casually. He flicked a glance at the petty-officer, and now Gellatly was certain of that other image his friend was intent on creating. “Oh, yes. We had a pretty bright skipper aboard that prize. He lured the U-boat in real close and then he opened fire with a four-inch gun and holed her at the base of the conning-tower; though actually it’s called a bridge, not a conning-tower.”

“That sank her?”

“Hell no. U-boats are damned hard to sink with gunfire. The skipper shifted target to her rudder and screws. She couldn’t dive with the holes in her, and in no time the skipper had made sure she couldn’t manoeuvre either. So there we were, sitting side by side you might say, with neither of us able to do damage to the other. We could’ve rammed, but our bow would’ve been badly damaged, and we had a long way to go. But after a while the skipper comes up with a bright idea. We lowered a boat and fixed T.N.T. charges to the U-boat’s belly. That fixed her. Blew the guts out of her. She sank like lead. Which brings us back,” Hooky grinned at them, “to the value of a pusser’s dirk. Only for that cap we wouldn’t have got within cooee of that U-boat. Right?”

They nodded collectively, faces bright with interest. None of them had seen action. It was time, Gellatly decided, to play along. He flicked his cigarette over the side and said casually:

“Seems to me the skipper, not the cap, should take the kudos. Who was he, Buffer? He’s still around?”

“Sure is,” Hooky nodded. “He’s your skipper now. Well,” glancing at the sun, “time for a spot of dhobying before night-action.”

He levered his bulk up from the tube and strolled forward. Gellatly did not spoil the captainly image with further comment. “Right,” he said, “same time tomorrow for bends and hitches. Off you go.”

Just abaft the galley was a steel-sided potato locker. A man was at work on it. He held a chipping hammer in one hand and in the other a redlead brush. Hooky halted. But there was no inward grin this time. His face was unfriendly.

Quietly he stepped up and pulled a piece of cotton waste from the hip pocket of the seaman’s overalls. The seaman—a defaulter punished with extra work in the dog watches—swung.

“What’s the strength …? Oh …”

Hooky did not speak. He leaned forward and wiped a patch of redlead clean. The wet paint came off easily. Beneath it, on the steel, lay a patch of duller red. Hooky looked at the seaman. There was cold anger in his face. “You painted over that rust.”

The defaulter’s mouth opened. Hooky’s voice rode over his protestation.

“Button your flap! I’ve forgotten more wrinkles than you know. Get all this paint wiped off. Chip that rust. Report to me before you paint it.”

“Look, I scraped that rust. Maybe I left a bit …”

“Don’t come the raw prawn with me, Sutton.” Hard and steady, his eyes held the other’s. This was culpable slackness—not because the rust would break through again on the paint, but because slackness like this applied to the maintenance of a gun could mean lives lost. Even the ship.

“You don’t like this ship, do you?’’ Hooky stated. Wise, his eyes watched the thin, peaked face, the wary eyes, and read the mind—He’s asked the question, I can’t be dobbed in for answering it.

“No, I don’t.” Sutton wet his lips. “And I don’t like anyone in the bastard, either.”

“You might say that’s mutual,” Hooky said thinly. “But while you’re here you’ll pull your weight, same as the rest. Things would be a damned sight easier if you did.”

“Easy? When every other bludger’s got his head down now?”

“You joined yesterday? The first lieutenant’s not partial to skulkers who’re still in their hammocks when they should be relieving on deck.”

“I just slept in,” Sutton said sullenly.

“Funny you were the only bloke in the middle-watch who did.”

“No-one shook me.”  

“The bosun’s mate was around. You’re entitled to a private shake all on your own? In my book there’s only one thing worse than a skulker—one who can’t
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