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         ‘This is a brilliantly conceived story of endurance and romance, in which Sara Allerton’s mastery of detail and sympathy with her characters fully engage the reader. It held me enthralled until the last sentence.’
         
 
         LORD BUTLER OF BROCKWELL
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Sara Allerton’s novel is a remarkable imaginative achievement – she takes you every inch of the way on this extraordinary journey across the Atlantic; it is a compelling story of both shame and heroism.’
         
 
         EDWARD STOURTON
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘This breathtaking debut novel deals with man’s harrowing struggle for survival in a hostile sea, but this book is so much more – a life-affirming account of love, camaraderie, anguish and coming of age, played out against a backdrop of the Atlantic swell. Making Shore is destined to become a true maritime classic.’
         
 
         ANGUS KONSTAM, AUTHOR OF Sovereigns of the Sea, 
         
 
         Piracy AND Naval Miscellany
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘The profoundly moving story of a brotherly bond forged in unimaginable wartime suffering, of the bitterness of a terrible promise honoured, and, above all, of the hope-giving, life-sustaining selflessness of true love. Making Shore is a powerful and remarkable novel.’
         
 
         CLARE GIBSON, THE ARMY CHILDREN ARCHIVE
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘I don’t cry much over books, but this one brought a great lump to my throat. It is an extraordinary story – the grim face of war, chirpy unassuming courage, and running through, the need to keep faith whatever the cost. In the end, I did weep, but not from sorrow or despair.
         
 
         ANDREW WHEATCROFT, AUTHOR OF The Enemy at the Gate
         

         
             

         

         ‘This so very nearly made my final list [Costa First Novel Award shortlist of 4] - and perhaps it should have. It is based in part on a remarkable true story of survival at sea, and in that regard the writing is dignified yet compelling. Having survived the torpedoing of his boat during WWII, young wireless operator Cubby Clarke endures a terrible ordeal with other survivors from the boat, and even when they reach land, their ordeal is not over. But the reason for the power of this novel is its framing within a relationship between one of his shipmates and his fiancee, which packs an enormous emotional wallop and raises this far above a standard wartime survival story. The book deserves to reach a wide audience.’

         MARK THORNTON, COSTA AWARD JUDGE 2010
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            FOR Brian and Edith
            
 
            AND FOR Mum and Dad
            
 
            
                

            

         
 
         This novel was inspired by incidents that took place in 1942 following the torpedo strike on the SS Sithonia, but all the characters, including that of Brian Clarke’s namesake, are fictional. Any resemblance to real persons living or dead is purely coincidental. The story and the actions and words of its characters are based on a blend of the author’s interpretations of Brian Clarke’s reminiscences and the author’s own imagination and invention of events that did not actually occur.
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            HISTORICAL NOTE
            

         
 
         The Battle of the Atlantic was the longest continuous military campaign of World War II, pitting German warships against Allied convoys from 1939 through to 1945, and was at its height from mid-1940 through to the end of 1943. Convoys of merchant ships between North America and the South Atlantic and Europe were protected by British and Canadian forces, aided from 1941 by US ships and aircraft.
         
 
         Some of the incidents described in this novel are based on one survivor’s recollections of serving on the British merchant ship SS Sithonia on such a crossing in July 1942, and of the ship’s sinking after a torpedo strike roughly at the site shown on the map above. The story of how some of her crew managed to reach safety is rooted in actual events, although all the characters and their interactions and dialogue (including Brian Clarke’s) are fictional.
         
 
         It was widely rumoured throughout the war that merchant seamen would be gunned down, or their lifeboats destroyed, in the event of their surviving a torpedo attack. The historical record has shown that on 14 May 1942, two months before the Sithonia was struck, Hitler ordered his submarine commander-in-chief, Admiral Karl Dönitz, to ‘reduce the number’ of survivors of strikes on merchant ships by whatever means.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            ‘Human speech is like a cracked cauldron on which we bang out tunes that make bears dance, when what we want is to move the stars to pity.’
            
 
            GUSTAVE FLAUBERT
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            CHAPTER 1
            
 
            THE MEETING
            

         
 
         I had imagined that she would already be there, waiting for me. She was not, and it unsettled me completely. Paralysed by the prospect of such a meeting – its most probable course, its outcome – my mind had clung to the only version of events it could afford to contemplate and that could go no further than finding her waiting there and blurting out what I would have to say. I had allowed myself to consider only what was necessary and it had not included any of the finer detail: not my reception, not her reaction and not her initial, if temporary, absence.
         
 
         I sat down heavily and felt the certainty of my resolve break up and seep away. Closing my eyes, I leant my elbows on the table and covered my face. The tips of my fingers sought the sunken sockets around my eyes and began to press their way along the grainy irregularities of bone beneath the fleshless skin.
         
 
         Perhaps it would not matter. Only I would ever know. I pressed my fingers hard against my eyeballs until they bulged, patterning with pain, and once again indulged the thought that I had fought so hard against, but which alone soothed and slowed the endless circular motion of my mind’s distress. Perhaps I would be forgiven for saying nothing. For seeking and admitting clemency. Had he had the chance, perhaps he would have granted that the spirit of such a promise given might be more important, after all, than the absolute adherence to the dictate of its letter.
         
 
         Either way, it had made a coward out of me. I had pushed it away, staved it off. It had been weeks since her letter had arrived, too many weeks, but still it was too soon. I was not ready. I had told myself that I needed time to muster strength, but what I meant was courage. I had dreaded it. After all the horror, even after all the horror, I dreaded it.
         
 
         I blamed Joe for having left me with this graceless legacy. I had been brave, everybody said so. And hadn’t I learned after everything that real courage is not, after all, the absence of fear so much as the refusal to give it rein? Complacently perhaps, I told myself that I had done with fear. I had run its gauntlet, parried its every thrust. I had feared the stealth of U-boats, stalking, far out to sea. Feared the maverick ocean. Her moods and whims. The unrelenting heat in the dawn and the black lapping of the night. Inexorable thirst. Slow starvation. I had feared for my sanity, for that of the others. For my life. And for Joe’s.
         
 
         It hadn’t killed me. I was still here, fiddling with the doily in this calm, cool café. There were normal people all about me here, and as I had gained weight and begun gingerly to bask in rudimentary relief, I saw that I might become one of them again. Fear could not touch me now. Except within my dreams.
         
 
         And yet I sat in the café, waiting for her, fighting the leaden lurching of my guts every time the door swung open.
         
 
         I tried not to look up too jerkily, willing my eyes and fingers to keep steady on the stiff paper lace and fell to cursing Joe for making me swear, and to remembering.
         
 
         Remembering. How could I ever forget?
 
         I felt the quiet reproach of her presence not two feet from the table long before I could bring myself to look up at her. Sweat, unexpectedly cold, prickled along my hairline and, in bringing a trembling hand up quickly to dispense with it, I sought to cover, just for one moment longer, the shame in my disarray. I watched from beneath the slow, deliberate rhythm of my hand across my brow, the hem of her coat rising and falling almost imperceptibly at her knee.
         
 
         ‘Mr Clarke? Cubby Clarke?’ My own name, as she said it, with such eager, sharp-edged clarity, surprised me somehow and I flinched. I had not heard his name for me since I had got off the Barneveldt in Barrow. The fingers of my free hand clenched involuntarily around the remnants of the doily, and the fork at my elbow clanked obtrusively to the floor as I half rose, sweaty-palmed and stomachless, to greet her.
         
 
         ‘Maggie.’ I gestured towards the chair opposite mine and waited for her to sit. She edged her way onto a quarter of the seat and put her hands, which clutched and unclutched her gloves, on the table in front of her. I sat down again awkwardly and, unable still to look right at her, I watched her restless hands.
         
 
         ‘Why did you say…’
 
         ‘Tea?’ My voice, overloud, jutted out across hers.
 
         She nodded and waited quietly while I beckoned the waitress over. Clutching and unclutching. Having ordered, we sat, apparently with nothing to say. The tea came and I busied myself with the pouring and the fussing.
         
 
         ‘Sugar?’
 
         ‘No. No, thank you.’
 
         Tea. What I wouldn’t have done for a cup of tea then. It was unimaginable.
         
 
         As I stirred and stirred with inordinate interest, I chanced a glance at her. She wasn’t at all what I had been expecting.
         
 
         The windswept desperation of the figure I had encountered so briefly on the dockside had pursued me ever since but I had taken in her mental anguish only and, crippled by my own, had been in no fit state to consider her physical presence much at all. Joe had talked to me of beauty, but then Joe had been in love.
         
 
         There was a quiet earnestness in her bearing, which would make it easy for her to go unnoticed. She was older than me, by four or five years or so; but then Joe was older still. She no longer had that glow of confidence that girls my age exuded; that innate self-assurance in the invincibility of their youth.
         
 
          
         She was dark-haired and olive-skinned. Her facial features, taken individually, could not have been described as pretty, or even sweet. Her brow was wide and her nose too flat while the large, oval shape of her face seemed overawed by the wayward waviness in her hair, strands of which refused doggedly to remain tucked behind her apparently tiny ears, wholly in adequate for the job. But these irregularities, far from undermining her personal appeal, seemed only to have added to it, for the overall impression she gave was one of a woman who, long used to viewing them as flaws, no longer saw them as important. This artless lack of vanity had imbued her with a physical ease, an ingenuousness that was mistaken, for her attributes taken as a whole made her unusually, if unobtrusively, engaging.
         
 
         ‘Thank you for coming to meet me… um, Cub?’ she tried it out, uncomfortable.
         
 
         ‘Brian. Brian’s fine,’ I said, too quickly. ‘Cub’ was too raw, too close, and given the apparent impossibility now of avoiding that which still I might have done almost anything to avoid, I had to keep her distant.
         
 
         But she had composed herself in the break for tea and her voice was now more even. I slid my eyes up to the middle distance beyond her, avoiding hers, and waited.
         
 
         ‘You look a lot better than you did.’
 
         ‘I am getting stronger… yes.’ I nodded stiffly. ‘It’ll take a long time.’
         
 
         My answer, only half-heard, faded with the smile of vague encouragement that had hovered briefly about her lips. She was already at her next question and those we both knew lay beyond it.
         
 
         ‘Why did you say that at the docks? That you couldn’t help me? When you knew?’
         
 
         There was nothing that I could say to her. I could not explain it. There was no language in the world that would adequately translate the reasons for my reticence.
         
 
         And so I did not answer, but like the coward I felt myself to be, I took refuge in a question, shrinking from the words I still did not actually know if, when it came to it, I would have the heart to say.
         
 
          
         ‘Why were you there? When you knew he wouldn’t be?’
 
         She paused for one moment, contemplating my prevarication, but I kept my eyes away and conceded nothing. Then she said quietly, ‘I just needed to see for myself. Just in case… you know.’ She tutted. ‘Silly, really. False hope.’ Shrugging, she forced a little smile which subsided almost as soon as it had begun.
         
 
         ‘False hope? I know a lot about that,’ I said grimly. She didn’t know what to say to that so she didn’t say anything. She stared instead abstractedly at her hands as if they were not her own. They continued to work at the gloves.
         
 
         ‘But how did you know? What ship we would be coming on?’ I asked. ‘It’s classified.’
         
 
         ‘My sister’s husband is at the War Office. He is a good man.’ I could feel her eyes upon me, intent, sizing me up.
         
 
         And again, silence. It’s curious, but people say that when two people are only interested in each other in a room, all other noise is soundless. Curious and true. The silence that fell between us was loud, weighty. I wasn’t aware of the other diners, their conversations and the general clattering of crockery. It must have been going on. I was aware only that she, unsuspecting, was anxiously awaiting misinformation that I was ashamed to give.
         
 
         ‘Billy Rawlins said you and Joe were close.’
 
         ‘You know Billy?’ I interrupted her, confused, but she shook her head.
         
 
         ‘I saw him when you docked. Somebody called his name. After you… after, I remembered it. I looked him up and went to talk to him. He couldn’t tell me much but he told me that I should speak to you.’
         
 
         Billy Rawlins. The name sounded like one I might have heard years ago but couldn’t quite place. An echo of someone. Yet not so very long ago I had been living in such close proximity with him that I could recall every single sinew on his skinny little carcass. I had come to know them all, maybe as intimately as their own mothers did. Their mothers perhaps could have forgiven them. I could not. And not least because we had been the ones who’d made it. We had survived.
         
 
          
         Billy Rawlins was sharp-eyed, flinty. We had seen each other as men do not wish to be seen or remembered. I never wanted to see him – or any one of them – again.
         
 
         ‘I wanted to know…’ She stopped abruptly and I waited.
 
         ‘You were with him when he died, weren’t you? You were with him.’ She repeated this last quietly, but not so quietly that I didn’t hear the heightening of her voice.
         
 
         It required an answer, and for the first time I looked right at her and saw in that moment all that Joe had loved.
         
 
         An almost unnatural, unnerving beauty lit her up from beneath the depths of her astonishingly large, dark eyes. I saw who she was. She had been speaking of him and there it was, shining out at me: the glittering radiance that was her passion. All that she had expected was there, all that she had hoped for and all that she had left to dream, a silent charter of hopeless hope played out in the ever-darkening shades of brown. Water that had gathered but did not fall added a brittle brilliance to the strident, luminous intensity flickering within.
         
 
         I could see with a clarity that physically shook me, how she had loved him. She would have loved him no matter how many days they had been afforded, she would have married him, borne his children and she would have loved him. She would have loved him into old age and she would have loved him until the day that she died. With an unflinching honesty that was almost crude, her eyes betrayed her very core. She was beautiful and I understood.
         
 
         I am a terrible liar. I always have been. In fact, I am almost pathologically truthful and it got me into trouble a couple of times both on the lifeboat and in Sebikotane. Joe used to say don’t ask Cub, he’ll tell you. That’s what he used to call me. Cubby Clarke. Cub. Because of McGrath. Because I was the youngest. It seemed like centuries ago. I used to worry that if I ever did end up being a prisoner of war, would I be able to lie convincingly enough not to give away things I shouldn’t? Why then, oh why, Joe, did you leave me with this? I knew why. He knew that I would do it, that was why.
         
 
          
         I became uncomfortably aware as I gazed at her, that she was waiting for me to say something. I looked down at my untouched tea.
         
 
         ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I was with him.’ She breathed out softly and put her hands one on top of the other over her gloves.
         
 
         ‘Was he… in pain?’
 
         ‘Yes. It was painful, yes.’ Her eyes, which I could feel were scanning my downturned face for the slightest scrap that might afford some insight, forbade me from trying to dissemble in this. I would stick to the truth as long as I could.
         
 
         ‘Was he frightened?’
 
         ‘Not then, no.’ She drew herself up and tried to tuck some strands of thick, unruly hair away, swiftly, absently. They fell back into her face immediately. She rewrapped her coat around her, tight, and almost through gritted teeth she forced out what she had come for.
         
 
         ‘Did he say anything? You know, for me?’ The desperation in such a naked plea made me want to cry out to her.
         
 
         ‘Say anything?’ God, did I have to make her beg?
 
         ‘A message. For me. Something.’ Her voice was thin, alone. She too took refuge in staring at her unwanted tea, some hair still bobbing out in front of her eyes. I noticed that most of it had been mashed into a sort of makeshift bun at the back of her head, but there was far too much of it for her ever to have got it tidy. Having hurled the question into the air, I knew she was willing it with all her being to land the right side up.
         
 
         I sat on my clenched fists, my legs and buttocks so tightly squeezed together that I felt the pain in my stomach.
         
 
         ‘No.’ I paused and suddenly, the strange, deeply sickening sensation of dislocation that comes with no food, dehydration and bludgeoned hope settled cold across my bowels. It is the chronic kind of fear that takes up residence inside you, quickening your mind and darkening your soul. You stop noticing it’s there until the balance of your circumstance shifts again slightly, one way or another, and fear spurts out of every pore, corrupting your behaviour and drying up humanity. You are simply afraid in entirety and nothing, nothing can allay it. My mouth went slack, saliva-less. For a second, I felt his fingers tightening again around my forearm, as if he were here, pricking my conscience, steeling my resolve. The hair on the back of my neck prickled.
         
 
         ‘I’m sorry.’ I looked up at her bowed head. Her hair really was a mess. ‘No, he didn’t.’
         
 
         There was silence. She shook her head quickly as though shaking off my lie, as though trying not to let it in.
         
 
         Then: ‘He must have talked to you. About me. On ship? On the lifeboat? You were his friend,’ she coaxed. Somewhere, on some other airwave, every single nerve in her body was shrieking, high-pitched and searing, ‘please!’
         
 
         ‘Look,’ I said, switching her off, looking away towards the waitress, the umbrella stand, the door. ‘I don’t quite know what it is you want to hear but…’ I put my hands up and apart, attempting careless ignorance, affecting not to understand. Hesitating, I glanced back up towards her and winced at the raw, expectant hope inscribed on every muscle in her face. I tried to lick my lips.
         
 
         ‘But I can’t tell you… Joe…’ Striving to swallow, I closed my eyes and the haggard image of his face, burnt onto the backdrop of my mind, appeared before me, forcing me to look once more into his eyes. Wide and bloodied, charged with all the fixed ferocity of passionate intent, they bore into me, they willed me on.
         
 
         ‘He talked about a lot of people. He was popular… you must know that. But I’m sorry, I don’t remember that he mentioned you… or any other girl…’ My voice trailed away and, putting my elbow on the table, I covered my mouth with my hand that I might hide the next words from her. I tried to clear my throat. ‘… In particular,’ I said.
         
 
         It was the best that I could do.
 
         For a minute, we both stared dumbly at the tiny, poisonous seed of doubt I’d cast down between us, a seed that, however obliquely, implied if not casual indifference then worse, whispered infidelity. It unfurled before our eyes and took root.
         
 
         She looked up at me sharply and after a moment, sat back in her chair. She stared at me and as I watched her, I saw hurt catch fire and crackle across her features. Her mouth formed a little ‘o’ and, as her face flushed dark with heat, she turned it from me.
         
 
         Then she laughed. A high, shallow laugh that had no truth behind it and I noticed that she shut her eyes in its delivery. ‘Any other girl …? In particular? What does that mean?’ She shook her head, ‘What are you trying to say?’
         
 
         ‘Look,’ I said, stage quiet, trying to stifle the alarm her rising voice aroused in me. ‘I can’t tell you anything much more than…’
         
 
         ‘He told me he loved me. When he left. I believed him.’ Effectively her ace, she threw this across the table at me, interrupting, almost snarling. Protecting herself, protecting him.
         
 
         Shrugging as carelessly as I could, I folded my arms. ‘He said a lot of things. That’s what I’m trying to tell you, he talked about a lot of… people.’ I leaned towards her quickly. Get it said. Get it done. He said make sure. He told me to make sure.
         
 
         ‘You know what he was like. Couldn’t hardly ever shut him up most of the time. He’d been at sea a lot. And sailors… well, they get a reputation, don’t they?’ May God forgive me. I closed my eyes and my teeth in voluntarily clenched. ‘All I am saying is, don’t waste your life using him as your yardstick. He wasn’t worth it. Do you understand me? I haven’t any message for you because… well, because from the way he talked… it just didn’t seem to me that there was anyone… I just don’t think that he could have been entirely…’
         
 
         My gaze, which had become so assiduously preoccupied by every other minute detail of the room, the other diners and their tables, the plates of food arriving at them – everything in fact, other than that which most demanded it – inadvertently slid at that moment back towards her face, and my eyes were caught and inextricably held by the agony of understanding I saw hardening in hers.
         
 
         Appalled, ashamed, disabled, I could not say it. The word, which would have unequivocally encompassed all that he had wanted me to say, started and then stalled at the back of my throat. Faithful. It would not come. I could not do it. I could not. To denounce as faithless and unworthy the man who I had found to be possibly the most faithful of all men and to do it before this woman with her huge and faithful eyes – it was worse than base. It was a violation from which my spirit recoiled.
         
 
         But she had seen my struggle, and her puckered face, already so reduced and gaunt with grief, creasing every moment further with incredulity and with pain, crumpled suddenly with comprehension. Intuitively swift, she had glimpsed at what it was that I had meant to say and innocent still, quite probably ascribed my inability to speak to some misguided attempt at chivalry. I had not said it but what I did not say had been enough. Though I had not quite done what Joe had asked of me, I had clearly forced her up against the conclusion he had wanted her to make. I did not need to say any more. Had I struck her, it would have pained her less. She stared at me, her preposterously beautiful eyes fixed upon my face, stupefied.
         
 
         At last, her hands were still.
 
         How long we might have sat there was anybody’s guess. Neither one of us could quite believe the implications of my silence and each, frozen in our separate grief, seemed incapable of ending it. We must have made a desolate tableau but since neither of us moved and the café was slowly emptying, the waitress took it upon herself to crash in and clear away our plates. She was big and clumsy and she clattered across us roughly. Nobody spoke, but all the while, without moving, Maggie held me in her great, dark gaze. Finally, the waitress lumbered off.
         
 
         Abruptly, Maggie looked away, as if suddenly she could no longer bear to look at me.
         
 
         ‘I don’t believe you,’ she said flatly.
 
         But there is a fundamental, nonetheless self-destructive flaw in the makeup of many of us that can brook no such close assault. For no matter what we may know to be incontrovertibly true about a person, when another casts aspersions on that truth, self-doubt will settle itself around the edges of that knowledge and begin its insidious work. Gradually, so very gradually, its whispering tendrils weave their way in and around until even the purest supposition, undermined by suggestion, time and re-hashed memory, is strangled.
         
 
          
         Even as she said ‘I don’t believe you,’ I heard the uncertainty in her voice and saw the imprints of fleet-footed doubt make tracks across her face.
         
 
         She got up to go and as she turned away I stumbled to my feet and, reaching out my hand towards her, blurted ‘You have beautiful eyes. He said that about you. I remember now.’ I had to give her something. Surely he would have allowed me that. I couldn’t let her go and have her think him entirely without honour.
         
 
         She stopped but did not turn back.
 
         ‘Thank you,’ she whispered, very gently, as if she were speaking from some far-off place. ‘You have been kind.’ There wasn’t the slightest trace of irony in her voice.
         
 
         My eyes misted over. I have trouble with that these days. That and sleep. By the time I had blinked it away, she was gone.
         
 
         I sat back down. Her green gloves lay listless on the table. She had left them behind.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 2
            
 
            KNOWLEDGE
            

         
 
         At nineteen, I was sure about a lot of things. I knew that I was good-looking in a mischievous kind of way, and I knew that girls liked me. I could be funny. I knew that I was bright and that I was stubborn. I meant to learn. I was sure that there was more for me than Courtauld’s nylon factory. I wanted more. And I knew that the sea was promise, it was graft but it was a multitude of places I had barely heard of. But most of all, without being wholly conscious of this thought, I knew that my body was strong, invincible, and I immortal. Death was not for me. Not yet at any rate. The sea and I, we had some parity – we were limitless, we were infinite. Its grace and charm enchanted me.
         
 
         I began to long to be off. At fourteen, already desperate, I begged Father to come down to the docks with me to try to persuade some skipper, who had already told me nay, I was but a bairn yet, to take me on. Father had come but the captain had shaken his hoary head again and refused me even as a cabin boy. Father, secretly relieved, cuffed me affectionately and told me I’d best make myself into someone useful if I wanted to go with them. So to get me where I yearned to be, I went to the radio school on Friar Street.
         
 
          
         I worked hard. Courtauld’s became a means to my end rather than the end itself, and by taking the two-till-ten shift, I could be in Friar Street all morning. By seventeen, I had my Post Master General’s Certificate, albeit The Special, which, attainable in less time, was the Merchant Navy’s quick-fix response to the sudden dearth of young and qualified recruits. There was a war on, and above all they needed bodies.
         
 
         I proudly presented myself at the Marconi Offices in Lime Street in Liverpool and was assigned aboard my first vessel. Third radio officer on the Empire Tide. I could scarcely contain myself.
         
 
         My life became all I had wanted it to be. It didn’t much matter to me where we were headed. The world was what I wanted. As far as I was concerned, Calcutta was as exotic as New York, Ceylon as fascinating as the southern tip of Africa, and I drank them in. Life aboard ship in the midst of war struck me only as a great adventure. And it struck me too that I had become a man. I was needed. The crews relied on me to decode the messages from across the airwaves that would keep them out of danger, that would keep them all alive. Had I stopped to think about it, those dangers were uncomfortably real. If I had been older, if I had known what I know now and if I had had any concept of the responsibility with which I had been entrusted, I might not have walked so tall, nor slept so soundly.
         
 
         There was no doubt that the merchant navy was playing an important part in the war effort. For our island country, the cargoes we carried across the seas were not only crucial to the survival of those at home but enabled our armed forces to continue their objectives effectively in Europe. Packs of German U-boats patrolled the waters and torpedoed indiscriminately, their aim to create as much disruption to our purpose as they could. In consequence, radio officers were assigned listening watches only, as transmissions from our ships would certainly be picked up by the prowling wolfpacks and our convoys systematically destroyed.
         
 
         My mother saw the danger, and her worn, worried face, forced into a taut smile, accompanied my thoughts at least until I reached the docks for each departure. Then excitement always took a hold of me and I forgot. Besides, it wouldn’t ever be my ship.
         
 
          
         As usual, there were a few men waiting in the Marconi offices when I arrived according to my summons in July 1942, and I sat down to join them. Behind the desk was a pudgy, self-important looking man of about forty whose top lip curled so emphatically upwards, it implied a constant attitude of supercilious disdain. He was balding and sweating and wholly unprepossessing, save for his piercing blue eyes, which held their object so fiercely in their sights that it was difficult not to find him intimidating. He looked like the kind of man whose own shortcomings compelled him to be harsher on those he scented in others. ‘Colin McGrath’ it said on the name plaque in front of him, and he radiated ill temper.
         
 
         Clearly he was hot, and all his tasks that morning seemed to be demanding a great deal of extravagant concentration, the least disturbance to which resulted in an exaggerated display of annoyance. He glared and he huffed, he tutted and he squirmed. He seemed particularly incensed by the inordinate cheeriness of a big man wandering around at the back of the room, who was whistling with consummate unconcern. No amount of belligerent stares and emphatic sighing affected the whistler in the slightest and McGrath was becoming increasingly exasperated.
         
 
         Sitting next to him was an uncommonly pretty blonde girl of about twenty-five. She really was quite beautiful. Her hair was arranged in dainty curls about the elfin arches of her flowerlike face, and sweet grey eyes framed with long, dark lashes challenged almost every man there to distinguish himself for their approval. Her lipstick was ruby red and she was lovely. I hoped I would be called up by her. She quite effortlessly commanded the attention of all of us except perhaps for the whistler, who was now reading the notices in the corner and who scarcely seemed aware of anything much at all.
         
 
         Amused by McGrath’s impotent fury and with the pretty blonde to distract my thoughts, I didn’t notice Jamie come in until he sat down next to me. I had sailed with him on my last trip but one on the City of Exeter. We had shared the radio shifts and a cabin all the way to India and back. He was a lugubrious fellow, not given much to mirth or conversation. Though he was three years older than me, at twenty-two, he appeared much younger as he was so small and skinny. I suspected that he was more level-headed and certainly calmer than me and I suspected equally that the crew on the Exeter had thought so too. I liked him though.
         
 
         ‘Jamie.’
 
         ‘Brian,’ he nodded.
 
         ‘You just back?’
 
         ‘Ten days.’
 
         ‘Where’d you go?’
 
         ‘Italy.’
 
         ‘Anything?’
 
         ‘Nope.’ I couldn’t remember getting much more out of Jamie all the way to India and back either and so, defeated by his monosyllables and knowing full well there wasn’t much chance of, or inclination for, any meaningful conversation, we lapsed into silence. We listened to Colin McGrath deal brusquely with various sailors and kept our eyes on the beguiling blonde, though we pretended not to.
         
 
         After half an hour or so, McGrath called out my name.
 
         He didn’t look up as I stood before him. I hesitated.
 
         ‘Well?’ he barked. As I didn’t move, he thrust out a hand and snapped his fingers at me three or four times impatiently. ‘Book, laddie! Book!’ He still hadn’t looked up. His pencil continued to scroll steadily down the lists.
         
 
         ‘I’m sorry,’ I began, ‘but I don’t have it.’
 
         ‘You don’t have it? Why not?’
 
         ‘I’ve mislaid it.’ He looked up sharply then, scenting an opportunity to flex some official muscle. ‘Mislaid it?’ he asked, too loudly.
         
 
         ‘Lost it.’ I said, helpfully.
 
         ‘You have lost your discharge book?’
 
         ‘So it would seem,’ I said. This came out a little more flippantly than I had intended but it was a stupid game. How many ways were there of saying it? It irritated him. He would not be cheeked by a mere nineteen-year-old boy, and certainly not in front of such a pretty office junior and, by now, quite a crowded office. He threw his pencil down on the desk and eyed me narrowly.
         
 
          
         ‘You do realise you need your discharge book to sign on?’
 
         I said that I did.
 
         ‘And you have come here without it?’ He looked first at me and then at the blonde with mock incredulity, eyebrows raised, eyes wide.
         
 
         ‘So it would seem,’ I said again, my own hackles beginning to rise.
         
 
         ‘Don’t you take that tone with me, laddie,’ he snipped quickly, his ice-blue eyes darkening with anger. Then he blinked purposefully and inhaling slowly through pursed lips, he tilted his head, regaining control. ‘Well, I suggest now, boy, that you run along home and find it.’
         
 
         Pointedly unpleasant, he glared at me for an instant longer, and then picked up his pencil and went back to his lists. I studied his balding pate for a moment or two but didn’t move.
         
 
         ‘I’ve told you,’ I said. ‘It’s lost.’
 
         I was suddenly aware that the waiting room had gone quiet behind me. Even the whistler had stopped. And with the thought that all eyes were now upon me, I felt myself beginning to blush. I could feel its spreading glow, racing up the back of my neck and making my armpits and ears hot. Anger gave way to embarrassment. Even the blonde, who to her credit had so far kept her face firmly averted, was now absolutely still.
         
 
         ‘Sorry,’ I said. He looked up again, sighing crossly and I tried for a winning smile. It was ill-judged. He took me for facetious and it infuriated him still further. His cheeks flushed pink and his face crystallised with dislike.
         
 
         He smiled a feline, little sneer. ‘Well, sorry isn’t really good enough, is it? How old are you, Mr Clarke?’
         
 
         ‘Nineteen.’
 
         ‘Mmn. Nineteen.’ Nodding slowly as if my answer afforded him all the enlightenment he needed, he folded his arms and sat back in his chair. ‘Think you know everything, don’t you, boy?’
         
 
         I couldn’t think of anything to say to this and, loath to incur further wrath, I just stood there. I am not by nature particularly deferential nor am I afraid of confrontation but I was more than a little taken aback by this man’s unwarranted vitriol. It occurred to me that his determination to belittle me was not wholly unconnected to the presence of the beautiful blonde. Some men, I knew, seek to aggrandise themselves by disparaging others in front of girls but they are not generally men who know much about women. Perhaps he felt that by putting me so firmly in my place, he would impress her with his authority. Either that or he was trying to teach her how young upstart sailors should be dealt with. But to start returning fire at my employer, no matter how condescending he might be, at this moment, seemed just foolhardy.
         
 
         ‘You have a Special I presume?’ he went on. I nodded. ‘How am I to know what you are or what you have done if you fail to bring your discharge book along with you, Mr Clarke? We at Marconi do have a reputation to consider, you know.’ He smirked slyly along the counter at the blonde. ‘Well, Miss Davies, what would you recommend we do with Mr Clarke here? Do we just issue him with another book and let him get away with such feckless behaviour or do we send him home to find it?’ His eyes returned to me and he looked me up and down sourly. ‘And bear in mind, Miss Davies, that some sort of discipline is necessary for a merchant sailor, no matter how unsuitable the raw material.’ Directly appealed to thus, Miss Davies could no longer politely ignore my embarrassment and she tittered nervously in hers.
         
 
         ‘Steady on, old man,’ a cheerful voice came from the back of the room and to my enormous relief, all attention swung suddenly away from me and the unfortunate Miss Davies to its owner. ‘Just give him another book, why don’t you? No need for a row.’ It was the whistler.
         
 
         ‘I suggest you mind your own business,’ McGrath snapped back. He shucked down his jacket sleeves with a shake of his arms, slowly and deliberately as if to re-establish just who was in control. ‘Well, Clarke. You will go and sit down and wait. I will endeavour to rectify the administrative chaos your carelessness will no doubt have left in its wake.’
         
 
         Jowls shaking, he got up from his chair, presumably to go and fetch me another book and moved to pass behind Miss Davies. As he did so, he leant down to mutter in her ear, but not so inaudibly that the rest of us didn’t pick it up. ‘Bloody insolent. Nothing but a cub! Won’t last five minutes at sea.’
         
 
         I had just reached my seat but had not yet sat down. I paused. I could have pointed out that I had been at sea since I was seventeen and that I had got along very well so far but given that all of this information was stored in my lost discharge book, I thought it imprudent to give him further ammunition. Especially since I assumed that he had got up to go and get me another book. But I was furious and must have looked it.
         
 
         ‘Don’t mind him, Mr Clarke,’ came the jovial voice again from the back of the room. ‘These officials. Spend a lot of time trying to impress,’ here he tipped his head at Miss Davies, ‘and not enough making any actual progress. They tend to be just so incredibly…’ He spread his arms, wide apart, palms up, and raised them with exaggerated resignation, ‘… officious.’ He pushed himself off the wall where he had been leaning and came over to me, hand extended. I took it and we shook. ‘Like I said, Cub,’ he winked, ‘no need for a row.’
         
 
         McGrath glowered at him from behind Miss Davies and then stalked off into the room behind. He reappeared a minute or two later and went back to his desk, tight-lipped and crimson still with rage. He began shuffling angrily at his papers once more and called the next name.
         
 
         ‘Joseph Green.’
 
         ‘Joe,’ my ally said to me, loosing his grip and then louder to McGrath across the room, ‘Joe Green’ and he wandered over to the counter, taking his time. Wordlessly, McGrath took his discharge book and made a great show of looking it over. Finally, he gave it back and glanced down his list.
         
 
         ‘The Sithonia. First Radio Officer. Hoskisson dock.’
         
 
         ‘The Snithonia?’ Joe repeated, laughter behind his voice.
         
 
         ‘The Sithonia.’ McGrath growled back at him, more loudly.
         
 
         At this point there was a snort of derision from behind me and I turned to see a small wisp of a man with hair stuck up all over the place, doubled up with mirth.
         
 
          
         ‘What?’ I asked.
 
         ‘Arh, ’tis nothing. Nothing at all,’ he rasped, as Irish as they come. ‘She’s a real beautiful vessel.’ He crossed his arms and tucked his hands up underneath each armpit, before adding gleefully, ‘All kitted out and new, beautiful like. For sure, ‘t’ll be the most comfortable trip the lad ever took.’
         
 
         Joe, hearing this exchange, grinned cheerily.
 
         ‘Snithers it is then,’ he said, snapping up his discharge book and sauntering back to the seat next to mine. ‘I might wait on here with you fellas for a while if you don’t mind. We might all be going the same way. It isn’t going to sail without me, now is it?’ he said, directing the whole piece to McGrath who was now positively emanating fury at him from behind the counter.
         
 
         Jamie wasn’t called long after Joe and he too was assigned to the Sithonia as second radio officer. He didn’t seem very inclined to leave me there either for he came away from the desk and sat back down on my other side.
         
 
         For as long as he could bear the three of us patiently watching him, McGrath made us wait. Arms folded, the three of us, like the three wise monkeys. In the end though, I think he was finally defeated by Joe Green’s absolute inability to remain quiet or still. He hummed. He whistled. He tapped his feet. He rapped out tunes on the chair rest. He fiddled with his shoes, his coat buttons. He emptied his pockets and chewed loudly on some hairy mint humbug he had recovered from within. Even Miss Davies’ nerves were beginning to unravel; she began to look imploringly at her colleague and then carefully incline her head towards Joe.
         
 
         ‘Right, Clarke. The Sithonia. Third radio officer. Let’s hope you don’t lose your way,’ was all McGrath could muster.
         
 
         The Irishman behind us, unable to contain himself, was still cackling and wheezing when we left.
         
 
         ‘Can’t stand a bully,’ Joe said as he clattered down the stairs behind me. Out in the street, back in the sun and away from the stifling atmosphere of the office, I took a better look at him.
         
 
         He was huge. Broad-shouldered and tall, he was a great big bear of a man with enormous forearms and spades for hands. I had always been considered tall but I was wiry and lithe. This bloke made me look like a reed. I guessed he was probably no less than thirty. He had large, open features, the most conspicuous being a wide, generous mouth that relaxed readily and often into a broad and easy grin. His eyes wrinkled at the temples and generally sparkled, giving the impression that he was about to embark on the telling of a particularly hilarious joke.
         
 
         He wasn’t good-looking, his face was weathered and lined, but he was striking, not only thanks to his size but also to his evidently irrepressible good humour. The favourable impression he gave was capped off by a wild, unruly thatch of hair, neither fair nor brown but somewhere in between the two. Slightly longer than most men would have considered tidy, it was unkempt but not, it would appear, for want of any attempts to try and tame it. There was a vague kind of parting on one side, though what purpose it might serve remained unclear.
         
 
         At nineteen, I did not yet know that there are only two or maybe three people you meet over the course of your life with whom you recognise an instant bond, an inexplicable connection. Sometimes it is evident before either one of you has even spoken and yet both of you are intuitively aware that it exists between you. Man or woman, it is not sexual, though it may not be wholly beyond the physical. It may be chemical, though more likely it is spiritual. It could be perhaps that your two souls were moulded from the same mettle and somewhere beyond all reason, the two souls recognise in one another their original kin and dance with delight at their reunion. So it was with Joe. If we had met at any point in our lives, we would have been friends.
         
 
         ‘What did you call me in there?’ I asked. Somehow there was no need for preliminaries.
         
 
         ‘When? Oh. McGrath coined it. Cub. Cubby Clarke,’ he laughed. ‘Suits him, don’t you think?’ and he appealed to Jamie who raised a quizzical eyebrow and, very unusually for Jamie, laughed.
         
 
         We set off for the tram to Hoskisson dock together in inexplicably high spirits. The incident with McGrath had been distasteful but somehow Joe’s intervention had trivialised it for me and my anger and embarrassment dissolved in the midday sun. Furthermore, his natural cheeriness was infectious, giving rise in me to a kind of skittish exuberance. It was hot and cloudless, I was off to sea again with like-minded men, our ship was apparently a real beauty and I was young and eager to get going. Even Jamie was more jovial than usual.
         
 
         ‘We could always refuse to sail,’ he said, ‘just to annoy McGrath.’ It was within our rights as merchant seamen to turn down up to three tours of duty if we felt the ship we’d been assigned was unsuitable.
         
 
         ‘What, and give up the Snithonia?,’ I said, bouncing along beside them when we got off the tram. ‘Didn’t you hear what the Irishman said?’ I stopped and, throwing my arms out wide, brought my companions to an abrupt halt that they might more fully get the benefit of my best Irish brogue. ‘All freshly kitted out and new like! A beautiful vessel for sure, he said. No chance!’
         
 
         ‘You haven’t sailed with that many Irishmen, have you, Cub?’ Joe asked, eyes laughing.
         
 
         ‘Some. Why?’
 
         ‘Well, for a start your accent is God awful. Sounded like Welsh. Or Burmese. And … well, we’ll see,’ was all he would say.
         
 
         The dock was humming when we got there and we wandered around a little, enjoying the general hubbub and the banter among the dockers in the bright morning sunlight. We examined other vessels and were even making jokes about the dilapidated state of some. Then I was brought up short by a laconic ‘I see’ from Jamie. He stopped suddenly just in front of me and I jostled in to him. My eyes followed his and there she was – the Sithonia. I saw too.
         
 
         She was just about the cronkiest old boat I had ever laid eyes on. She looked like a salvaged wreck, cobbled back together with rusty steels and topped off with a hulking, concrete-encased bridge at the forrard end. The height of this was almost matched by a disproportionately huge counter-stern. The two seemed to be performing a precarious balancing act, plonked heavily upon the deck of a steamer whose bodywork was composed of little better than scrap metal.
         
 
          
         The living accommodation, which evidently made up the after superstructure, was dismal, sea-stained and yellowing. The windows on the bridge and all the portholes I could see dripped greeny-brown semi-circles of corroded rust beneath them, giving the impression of extremely sad, tired eyes. At the waterline, these sagging bags of brown gave way to a general swathe of oxidisation along the whole side of the ship.
         
 
         Grey and miserable, she looked anything but seaworthy and she was filthy. She was loading coal alongside and the coal dust that covered almost every inch of her could actually have been instrumental in holding her together. I could make out the tiny radio shack at the highest point above the cabins at the stern. Shack was the right word.
         
 
         I turned to Joe, incredulous, but Joe was beside himself with laughter. Shaking and gulping, he was laughing like an eight-year-old whose brother has just farted in church. ‘Your face, Cub! Your face!’ was just about all he could get out and then, ‘Yep, a beauty. A real beauty!’ Despite his helpless hilarity, I noted somewhat ruefully that he had absolutely no trouble at all in capturing almost perfectly the lilting intonation of the Irishman’s amusement. He pulled himself together a bit and by way of apology, he slapped me amiably on the back and rocked my shoulder to and fro. ‘Snithers it is then, boys,’ he said again.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            CHAPTER 3
            
 
            JOE, SNITHERS AND ME
            

         

         Even the gangway has planks missing, I grumbled inwardly as I reported for duty two days later and made my way along the corroding companionways to find my cabin. It was a two-bunk cupboard just above the waterline, in the forrard superstructure below the bridge, and there I found Jamie.
         

         ‘Jamie,’ I said, bundling my bag in through the narrow door and back-kicking it shut behind me. He was sitting on the bottom bunk polishing his shoes. He nodded, raising his eyebrows in greeting.
         

         Taking in at a glance the limited proportions of the room, I reached to dump my stuff on the berth above him. The top bunk was the privilege of the most junior officer and that would be me. I put my hands on my hips and, addressing the top of his head, added wryly, ‘Well, you could just about swing a cat in here, I reckon.’
         

         ‘Only if it had a very short tail,’ Jamie sniffed, not missing a beat.
         

         Without warning, the door then flew open again with such force that its hinges rattled and it clattered up against the battered old wardrobe behind it. One of its doors was already missing but a panel in the other teetered and then dropped to the floor.
         

         
         Stooping to enter, Joe Green crashed in. He looked huge in the confines of the tiny, shed-like space, which barely exceeded his arm span in either direction. As usual, he was grinning from ear to ear.
         

         He gazed about vaguely to see what he had broken and then he laughed. ‘Ah, well. The skipper said she was old. What do you make of her then lads?’
         

         ‘Pretty ancient,’ I said. ‘But sound. What else did he say?’

         ‘Said she was an old tramp steamer from Tyneside. Been brought out of retirement. All five thousand tons of her. Mind you, same could be said about the captain.’
         

         ‘He’s that big?’ I asked, leaning back against the bunks and folding my arms.
         

         Joe guffawed, eyes disappearing behind his sunburnt wrinkles. A big, hearty laugh of a man, I thought.
         

         ‘No, but just as knackered. He’s an old steamer from Tyneside too. Him and his first mate. All three of them, dragged out of retirement. Need all hands on deck, just now, I reckon.’ He manoeuvred his arm around the back of the door and picked up the broken bit of wardrobe panel. He turned it over in his enormous hands and then tucked it under his arm and made to go. ‘On second thoughts, old bugger probably couldn’t wait to get back to sea after five minutes at home.’
         

         ‘With the wife,’ put in Jamie glumly and we both looked at him. I laughed but glancing towards Joe, thought I caught him looking slightly puzzled.
         

         ‘C’mon,’ he said. ‘I’ll show you where we work.’

         He set off at his natural pace, which was fast, and we hurried along behind him through the labyrinth of dingy companionways and then up on to the crusty deck. He whistled blithely all the way, greeting everybody we came across as if they were old friends. Some looked rather taken aback by his familiar cheeriness and stopped to wonder if they had possibly sailed with him before but some of the older sailors did not even bother to reply. Joe was unabashed. He expected to like people and didn’t much consider whether the feeling was returned.
         

         
         The radio shack was in the stern. Joe threw the door open and stepped aside to let us go in first. It lived up to expectations: that is to say, it was dank and musty and almost as small as our cabin. It was crammed to bursting with old bits of kit. On the desk a bulky, antiquated radio receiver vied with the transmitter and the dusty direction-finding gear for space. The Morse key was in among them somewhere, but there were so many wires and leads apparently coming from and going to nowhere that it was difficult at first to locate. Two or three sets of chewed-up looking earphones had been slung carelessly on top of all the chaos.
         

         I put my hands on the back of the chair and attempted to swivel it casually. It moved half an inch stiffly and rocked a little on its base. The small table provided for our code tables slanted drunkenly against the wall.
         

         I was flummoxed. I had been used to much more sophisticated equipment both at the Radio School and on my previous tours of duty. I hardly recognised any of this stuff and I said so.
         

         Joe grinned, ‘Came straight off the ark apparently. Don’t look so worried, Cub. You’ll soon pick it up. Can’t be any harder.’ I didn’t really share his optimism but there was nothing else for it.
         

         We spent the rest of the day finding our bearings on board and getting to grips with all the old girl’s idiosyncrasies. On the bridge we came across the skipper and the first mate. Captain Edwards did indeed look his age and more, though he was probably just the wrong side of sixty-five. Facially he was creased and wrinkled but his body, though small, was fit and strong-looking, with a deftness of movement that made him appear sprightly, if not young. His first officer, Walter Henderson, was much bigger than him and broader too, with a deep, naturally resonant voice. He might have overshadowed his senior officer had it not been for the evident high regard in which they held one another. They were laughing together as we approached.
         

         Joe introduced me as Cubby Clarke and, seasoned seamen both, neither of them raised an eyebrow. From that moment on, as far as all the crew on the Sithonia were concerned, Cubby Clarke was my name. I did not mind. I liked it. It immediately made me one of them.
         

         
         We finished loading that evening and, having battened down the hatches and hosed off what was possible of the ubiquitous coal dust, we were joined by the pilot. It was his unenviable task to navigate our plodding progress down the river where we were to fall in with the rest of our convoy at the mouth of the Mersey estuary. We chugged on through the increasingly congested and relatively choppy waters to our mustering point outside the Bar lightship, pausing to give the pilot time to disembark just before we reached it.
         

         The dim lights, port and starboard side, of the clustered ships winked red and green their welcome, beckoning us on as we approached to join their number in the gathering dusk. There must have been forty ships or more, each bearing a national flag from countries far and wide and all similarly daubed in camouflage or grey. Against the gloomy skyline, which was fading in the onset of the evening and blurred by misty sea spray, their varying shapes and sizes were ill-defined, meshed and intertwined, a two-dimensional collage in swathes of grey. Save for their guiding lights. Smaller than many, we huddled among them, seeking refuge from the roughening sea.
         

         As always, the sight of such a gathering of ships, their weighty frames hustling and jockeying for position, yet apparently moving with such grace and ease in a strangely seamless, slow dance, filled me with excitement. The familiar sounds of engines humming with anticipation, horns insisting on attention and of halyards flapping and cleats shinkling in the wind: to me, they signified the calling of the ocean. I stood on the deck, eyes bright, revelling in it.
         

         It was windy and in the waning light, the task of our escorts in getting us into order was not an easy one. Rounded up like recalcitrant sheep by three ferocious frigates and a couple of determined corvettes, each ponderous vessel had to be bullied and badgered into line, to make up the requisite five lanes of eight. Though hampered by an equally unruly sea they finally achieved what had seemed impossible, and with the raising of the Commodore’s flag the convoy began to move off.
         

         Our ship was abuzz with anticipation. After supper, sneaking a quick smoke on the bridge, we had taken bets as to where we might be heading. Tomas Resendes, a stocky, flat-faced quartermaster from Portugal had opted for Gibraltar. It was close enough to home, he said. But Clarence Belson, the third mate, had reckoned it would be further. He put a packet of fags on the Suez Canal and then the Far East. Joe was having none of it and pushed for South America. He’d never been in all his time and basing his faith on the laws of probability, with reckless hilarity, he raised the stakes to two. Clarie reluctantly agreed.
         

         I genuinely did not care. The places I had been sent to so far had dazzled me with their difference. Across the world, each country I had seen wore its own distinctive clothes, the like of which had been beyond all my experience. Exotic colours, sounds and smells thrilled my whetted appetite. To return to any one of them would be exciting: to be sent somewhere new, so much the better.
         

         Our sailing orders were top secret until they were opened by our skipper, according to protocol, at the raising of the Commodore’s flag, and then the news of our destination would spread like wild fire through the ship. I saw the flag go up and immediately left my viewing point, hurrying down towards the saloon and guessing that the first person I came across would probably already know.
         

         It was Calhoun, the second officer and he was terse at the best of times.
         

         ‘Where is it to be then?’ I asked, screeching to a halt.

         ‘Slow down, lad,’ he put out a hand, palm down. ‘Montevideo.’

         ‘Montevideo?’

         ‘On the Plate estuary. Uruguay. South America.’ Joe would be whooping and Clarie Belson short on smokes for the remainder of the trip.
         

         ‘In convoy to Gibraltar. Then peel off and sail single ship across the Atlantic,’ he went on. ‘Pernambuco first. Down the coast to the mouth of the Plate. Montevideo.’
         

         ‘That’s fantastic!’ I beamed at him.

         ‘If you don’t mind the heat. And the mozzies,’ he returned sourly. ‘Better get yourself up to the bridge and fetch the code tables down to the radio shack.’
         

         
         The code tables for the radio officers came in the same lead-weighted bag as the sailing orders and they were changed three-monthly as it was feared that, should they fall into enemy hands, they would prove a boon of inestimable value to any German U-boat commander. The cat would have the means to presuppose the whereabouts of a myriad of mice.
         

         Calhoun stalked off and I took to my heels again, arriving on the well deck just in time to hear Joe crowing mercilessly at poor Clarie, ‘Well, Claribelle, I hope you’re not a sore loser. Cough ‘em up!’ Clarie dug deeply into his pocket, glum resignation written all over his face, and slammed a packet of cigarettes into Joe’s outstretched hand. They stared at one another for a second, Joe’s eyebrows raised comically and Clarie looking rueful. Joe stuffed the fags into his pocket with a flourish and then put out his palm again, fingers beckoning up and down. ‘There’s more,’ he said. ‘Come on, Claribelle. You can do it.’ He started whistling South  American Way cheerily.
         

         Clarie began to pat his pockets, feigning ignorance but eventually he grudgingly produced the second packet from his top pocket.
         

         I laughed as I passed them and carried on up towards the bridge. From then on, Joe would start up whistling that song whenever Clarie was in earshot and Clarie would thump him on the arm and tax him for a cigarette.
         

         My shift that night in the radio shack was less alarming than I had imagined. The archaic equipment was not so difficult to master after all, for though it was clumsy and slow to react, the principles were similar to those in kit I’d come across on other ships. I found I could generally work out what I did not know. Joe, Jamie and I would take four-hourly shifts twice in twenty-four hours, leaving us each with eight hours off between our watches. Joe gratefully allotted me the midnight to four slot because I offered. I liked the relative peace and calm of the small hours, the silence, save for the drumming of the engine and the steady swish of the sea as the old Sithonia purposefully sliced on through. I liked the unwatched liberty in being awake while others slept.
         

         
         Joe did not. He’d crash in at 4 a.m, banging the door and clattering about, face folded still in sleep. Invariably, he’d knock the code tables to the floor and stumble around demanding coffee. Being a night owl, I’d sit with him for a while, at first because I wasn’t quite sure it was safe to leave him, half-asleep and jerky, in care of all our lives, but then I began to look forward to him coming. Sometimes, I fetched him coffee from the galley and I stood and smoked in the doorway of the shack. He’d sling his headphones sideways, holding one against his ear, and we talked. Of other journeys, of near misses and the war, of our families and of home. He spoke to me of Maggie, this girl who’d brought him from the wildness of his youth and given him a purpose, given him the self he’d thought that he might be but had been struggling to uncover. It struck me that he spoke of her with almost wistful reverence, as if he could not quite believe his luck.
         

         I had known some girls, thought myself in love at times but had never yet felt what he was trying to describe. I thought his fondness due to leaving her behind, to the loneliness of men on ship. At nineteen, I had not yet been made to understand the measure of such a bond.
         

         Sometimes I sat with him until five or so and then headed off, finally wanting sleep, to bed. Quite often, woken by Jamie’s morning rituals, I went back up there for the start of Jamie’s watch and collecting Joe, sauntered down with him to the saloon for breakfast.
         

         Joe would start by hounding big Sam Tate about his cooking and Sam, a massive African and possibly the only man on board to compete with Joe in size, would laugh him off and grab him round the neck, pulling his head down low, and drub his crazy hair.
         

         ‘Say you’re sorry, you great thick oaf,’ Sam would holler. ‘Can’t go round abusin’ a man’s food and expect to get away with it.’ Joe would howl and scrabble to no avail and Sam would laugh his great deep laugh and eventually let him go. It didn’t take long for Sam to become Big Sam Cook to all on board. Joe, it seemed, had a name for everyone. And Sam, the only person on the ship who could pull it off with any credibility, returned the favour from time to time by calling him Little Joe.
         

         
         Big Sam, as it turned out, had been far and wide, heading up the teams of cooks for numerous crews to every distant corner of the globe, and though he could hardly have been that much over thirty, he’d apparently been everywhere. And so one morning, soon after we’d left the Irish Sea, Joe asked him what he’d made of South America.
         

         ‘You two’re gonna love it,’ he boomed. ‘Went to Rio. It’s a beautiful city. Great food, nice bars. Beautiful women,’ he winked at me and then raised an eyebrow. ‘Willin’ too.’
         

         ‘Sounds bloody great,’ I enthused and, grinning at the prospect, turned to Joe to share it. He laughed too a little but without much real conviction and his eyes, as he shook his head, slid away from mine and found instead the floor. The direction of his thoughts was not too difficult to follow and his discomfort equally transparent.
         

         ‘Oarr, don’t tell me… Maggie!’ I scoffed, jerking out an elbow to jab him in the ribs, unable yet to quite believe there was a man alive who would pass up the chance of many women for the sake of one.
         

         ‘Maggie?’ You couldn’t get anything much past Big Sam Cook. Down in the galley, he heard it all. Within days of sailing, he’d managed to establish a reputation among the crew as being the ears and eyes of the whole ship. But, though affable and easy-going, he was neither discerning nor discreet. He listened but he also talked. You wanted personal information, you went to see Big Sam.
         

         Joe looked up and, shrugging slightly, smiled almost shyly.

         ‘The love of his life,’ I said, not serious, tutting towards Joe and raising my eyes up to the heavens.
         

         ‘Well now, Cub, it’s funny you should say that,’ Joe laughed, his own sparkling with delight. ‘It’s very funny you should say that!’
         

         As we steamed further south, the weather warmed and the seas calmed and we settled down to largely uneventful days, punctuated only by our duties and the usual scaremongering among the crew. As with all the ships I had sailed on, the men were jumpy and easily spooked. It didn’t help that one balmy evening, quite soon after making the open ocean, we saw a swift corvette, capable of thirty knots or more, inexplicably shoot past the convoy and steam off station. As a result, someone was always claiming to have spotted a periscope or the hull of a U-boat and Joe began to keep a running tally. Tomas, who was particularly excitable, took the lead early on with about four ‘sightings’ in the first few days. Mick, the ginger, curly-haired bosun from Ireland, ran a close second. He was always swearing on God’s honour that he had seen a shiny pinprick in the far distance. To ensure I won, I took to leaning over the ship’s side, apparently scanning the waters and then jumping up, pointing and yelling wildly, ‘There, over there! There’s one!’ The first few times, deckhands from all sides would immediately drop what they were doing and rush harum-scarum to investigate.
         

         ‘Arh now, Cub,’ Mick would shake his head when he saw my twitching mouth and Joe’s laughing eyes, ‘would you pack it in, for pity’s sake!’ It was better not to risk it when the volatile Pat Murack was around, still less before Jim Mackingtosh. Known as Mac throughout the ship, his thick-set brawn denoted perfectly his bullish mind and he was as ignorant as he was humourless. Incurring the wrath of Calhoun was also something we felt best avoided. It was a foolish game but we reckoned it was worth it just to see Tomas, typically hot-blooded, hopping from foot to foot in sheer exasperation at our childishness.
         

         I spent a lot of time with Joe and the more I did, the more I liked him. Everyone did. From the moment he had stepped aboard the ship, he had seemed to know everybody. He had a genuine word for and a ready laugh with all of them and he treated all with levelling good humour and open-hearted faith. From the deckhands to the cooks, officers to engineers, he made each one feel as if their presence was important to his contentment. The light of his attention beamed persistent warmth, persuading even the most awkward individuals to unfurl and to contribute. His real interest in, and predisposal to enjoy, the company of others was difficult to rebuf: people, despite themselves, wanted him to like them. Even hardened souls like Mac saw themselves more favourably reflected through Joe’s eyes and behaved less harshly in return. And once, one night in the saloon, I even witnessed Fraser, the remote and taciturn chief engineer, moved to laughter when Joe had chanced an arm and taken to imitating his distinctly Scottish burr.
         

         
         This natural and unspoken understanding of others’ characters, his propensity to seek out the best in them, granted him a rare indulgence. As with a favourite child, people didn’t care to take offence if it had been Joe who’d crossed them. They’d tut and raise their eyes and grin his name. He got away with murder with his genial smile and easy grace. This was fortunate given that he displayed absolutely no capacity for quiet. He sang, he talked, he hummed, he joked, he hollered, he mimicked and he whistled. I could have killed him sometimes. Wherever he happened to be, at one time or another, one of his companions would end up shouting out, half laughing with exasperation, ‘For Christsake, Joe, shut up! Will someone shut him up?’
         

         His presence was impossible to ignore for if he was loud, he was also restless. He could not keep still. Not only was he big, his enormous frame both broad and tall seemed to fill the room, but he was always on the move. It was as if his burly body could not contain his overactive spirit, which leapt up and out unbidden, producing in his physical being nothing short of constant motion. It was just unfortunate that the agility of his mind, manifest in this commotion of his person, was in direct conflict with his heavy, bearlike build. It wasn’t that he was clumsy, he just thought himself as fleet-footed as his thoughts, and failed to take into account the greatness of his size. Quite simply, he was larger, louder and more lively than life itself.
         

         We sought each other out. I appreciated his interest in my well being, which turned out to be typical of his generous nature, and I made him laugh.
         

         One Saturday morning though, I could not find him. I had slept through Jamie’s early wake-up call and had gone down to breakfast slightly late, finishing dressing hastily as I hurried down to the saloon. Joe had not come down to breakfast after his watch, which was unusual because his appetite was huge. I took my tea and went to look for him.
         

         He was alone, sitting in the sun, with his back against the wall of the radio shack, oblivious to the burgeoning beauty of the day and the vast expanse of blue stretching out for miles behind. Head down, he was thoughtfully turning something over in his hand. It was a small, gold disc. Twice he stopped the turning and stroked the smooth surface of it with his thumb. When he heard me approach, he looked up and slipped it into his pocket. Sniffing, he picked up his tea and began swirling it gently around in its mug, both enormous hands knitted around it.
         

         ‘I was thinking about Maggie,’ he said. I slid down the wall next to him but didn’t say anything. If he wanted to tell me, he would.
         

         I contemplated the frothing wake the ship spewed up behind her. Two long white furrows churned up in time to the constant hum of the engines and for a while we were silent.
         

         ‘She gave me this. When I left.’ He reached in his pocket and brought out the disc for me to see. It looked small, marooned in the palm of his hand. ‘Her father’s compass,’ he said, putting it away again.
         

         ‘I was going to ask her if she would marry me. But I didn’t. She was waiting for me to ask her. But somehow I couldn’t get it right. I couldn’t get the right words,’ he smiled wistfully. ‘Never can in front of her.’ He didn’t seem to need me to say anything, so I didn’t.
         

         ‘It’s her eyes, I think. They…’ he cast about for a suitable word, one apparently big enough, as if reduced by the very thought of them to the confusion of which he spoke. He moved his hands quickly in frustration, slopping his tea over them. ‘Orf!’ he exclaimed, shaking one and then the other. ‘It’s not hot.’
         

         ‘Anyway,’ he continued with a sigh. ‘I will do it when I get back. She’s all I want. From the first time I ever saw her. All I want.’
         

         He stood up, stiffly, stretching out his great, long legs. ‘God, I can’t believe I made such a muck of it! Not doing it. What an idiot!’
         

         I squinted up, shielding my eyes from the sun behind him. ‘She will wait,’ I offered uncertainly.
         

         ‘I know she will,’ he said. I sat on a while after he had gone, impressed by his unqualified confidence.
         

         Later that morning, we were one of five ships to peel away from the main convoy and set a solitary course across the Atlantic for South America. I went down to the radio shack for my watch at midday and, by now at ease with our equipment, I took my book. The news bulletin came in at one as it always did and, having typed it up, I settled down for a quiet afternoon. I was relieved by Joe at four. After posting my notices in the mess rooms, I took the chance to find a deckchair up on the flat deck near the fo’c’sle, thinking that I might just have a kip. It was a hot afternoon, after five, and lulled by the steady droning of the engines and the sapping heat, it was not long before I fell asleep.
         

         A change of rhythm in the humming of the ship brought me vaguely back to consciousness. I started awake. Looking at the sun, I could tell that we had changed direction too. Something must be wrong. I left my chair and began to make my way back towards the bridge, and as I did so, the prow turned again, almost at a right angle with the way we had just been heading. Zigzagging. The skipper was taking evasive action.
         

         I met Jamie by the wheelhouse.

         ‘What’s up?’ I asked him.

         ‘Joe got a four-S signal. Real strong. From one of the ships up ahead of us.’
         

         ‘We can’t out-steam a sub. We only manage about ten knots at best!’ I hoped he might know better.
         

         ‘That’s why we’re zigzagging. If it’s just one, we might avoid it.’

         ‘And if it’s a pack?’

         ‘Well then,’ said Jamie dourly, ‘we’re doomed.’

         In the early hours of Sunday morning during my watch, I picked up another four-S message. A faster ship than ours, maybe four or five hours ahead, had had another sighting of a submarine and so, determining the position of the ship in front on the direction finder, we took a wide detour of her co-ordinates, hoping that it would be enough.
         

         By mid-morning, fears were running high. Everyone was on the watch, squinting out at mile on mile of glistening blue. It was another beautiful day, bright and clear, the sea and sky reflecting and admiring each other’s glory. It seemed impossible that something so threatening, so destructive should be prowling deep beneath us. But it was highly likely that we were steaming into a hunting pack of U-boats and, mid-Atlantic and painfully slow, we must have looked an easy target.
         

         The third four-S message, which came at lunchtime, confirmed our fears. The hunting pack was down there somewhere, in all probability closing in. We steamed on, changing course at irregular intervals, the whole ship’s crew screwed up with tension. Waiting. Barely daring to look.
         

         As darkness fell, we only had good fortune to rely on. That, and the dubious hope that whichever beady-eyed commander spied our darkened hulk had had an overly successful week and had exhausted his torpedo supply.
         

         ‘Get some kip,’ Joe said, unusually serious. ‘You need your wits about you come midnight.’ So I turned in and slept, the last time for many years, the sleep of the unhaunted.
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