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For the sake of verisimilitude the scenes of this story have been laid in real places. All the characters introduced, however, are wholly imaginary, and if the name of any living person has been used, this has been done inadvertently and no reference to such person is intended.



-1 -

SEA HAZARD

Captain James Hassell, master of the SS Jane Vosper, lay wakeful in his bunk. He had turned in shortly before eleven and now it was getting on to four in the morning, and he had not yet closed an eye.

It was not the motion of the ship that had kept him awake, which, though considerable, had many times been vastly worse. He was accustomed to being pressed by her corkscrew roll first to one side of his bunk and then to the other. It was nothing strange to him to have his head and his heels alternately though irregularly elevated, and to see his oilskins and other hanging objects sweep backwards and forwards through a thirty-degree arc. Nor was his rest affected by the howl of the wind and the crash and jar of seas striking the ship’s hull. Except in a full gale or worse he was scarcely conscious of such sounds, for so many years had he listened to them. And now out there it was nothing like a full gale. Dirty a bit undoubtedly, but no more.

Captain Hassell’s trouble was not from without, but from within. He was suffering from a sharp attack of the blues. A feeling of depression and foreboding had taken possession of him. The present seemed empty and futile, the future dark with intangible but inevitable calamity. Grimly he thought that he had not had such a premonition of evil since that night long ago when a typhoon had so nearly overwhelmed his ship in the China Sea…

But Hassell was a materialist and he did not allow these dark imaginings to weigh unduly on his mind. He scorned presentiments and scouted occult influences. His thoughts turned rather towards his supper, and he mentally damned the cook as the real cause of his distress.

However, whether due to indigestion or not, he had never felt less like sleep in his life. He was sick of lying rolling about in his bunk. He must get up. He would go out on the bridge for an hour or two, and turn in again later if he became drowsy.

He switched on his light, and sitting on the edge of his bunk, looked round his cabin as he felt for his clothes. Considering the age and size of the Jane Vosper, it was not too bad a little place. Indeed he felt for it a sort of mild affection. It was his home, the only home he had. He had lived there now for eight years, since he had been transferred from the Mary Clayton, and he would probably live there till the end of his sea life.

For James Hassell was getting old. He was due to retire in a couple of years’ time. And it was unlikely that he would get another ship in those two years. When the Ann Blount was laid down a year ago he had hoped…But Red Mackail had got her. Nothing against Mackail; he was a good fellow and young. That’s where he had the pull. Young! The Jane Vosper was old too: twenty, if she was a day, and her plates had worn thin. She wouldn’t last much longer. But she would last his time. A couple of years would do them both.

He put on his sea boots and oilskins, for though the sea was rapidly going down, spray was still coming pretty solidly over the bridge. Then he passed from his cabin, which was on the starboard side, into the swaying chart room amidships, and out through the wheel-house into the night.

It was not wholly dark. The sky was clear of clouds and the stars were bright, though there was no moon. The sea all around was black as jet, but black bearing innumerable smudges of a ghostly whiteness, moving smudges, growing, fading, changing form and position. In front and below a deeper blackness outlined the ship’s forward well-deck and fo’c’sle. A faint green shimmer came from the weather sidelight casing.

In the navigation shelter near the green light was the motionless figure of the officer of the watch, motionless save for an easy sway to the lurch of the ship. Henry Arlow, first mate, was entirely competent at his job, but like his skipper, he was growing old. He had had his master’s ticket for many years, but he had never had a ship. He was beginning to believe he never would have a ship, and only the thought of the numbers of men with master’s certificates who were walking the streets ashore without a job of any kind prevented him from becoming bitter in his disappointment.

It chanced that both men came from the same little watering-place, Beer, in Devon. They had known each other as youngsters and they had always been friends as well as shipmates. In private they were James and Harry to one another, though before the men the first officer was Mr Arlow, and he addressed his captain as ‘sir’. Hassell now moved close to the other.

‘Couldn’t sleep,’ he explained, though explanation of his appearance on the bridge at any hour was not called for. ‘Must have been that damned stuff we had at supper. Sea’s falling?’

‘Yes, and about time too,’ Arlow agreed.

As if begging leave to doubt the men’s statement, a higher line of foam at that moment shone dimly across the sky on the Jane Vosper’s starboard bow, borne on a black hillock of water which moved menacingly forward towards the vessel. She put her nose down and went at it like a charging bull. There was a crashing thud, and as her bows swung up into the sky, the ocean seemed to rise in foam above her. The fo’c’sle was blotted out in white, while water poured in tons down into the well-deck and spray hit the dodger canvas with cracks like the spitting of a machine-gun. Gradually the black fo’c’sle emerged like a rock with water running off it in all directions, and stopping its climbing, plunged down into the following trough, as if over the edge of a precipice. The jar of the racing engines came up through the planking of the bridge as the screw lifted out of the water, followed by a sudden cessation of vibration, as the engineers throttled down. Another heavy plunge and she settled down once again to more reasonable pitching.

‘There are fewer like that,’ Arlow remarked when the wave had passed.

Hassell nodded. He devoutly hoped the wind would fall. Not that there was anything in the sea that was running to hurt the Jane Vosper, but against that head wind she could not keep her speed. At best it was only nine knots, but with the wind she was meeting she averaged but little over five. Already they were nearly thirty-six hours late.

They had left the London Docks on Saturday afternoon, the 21st of September, just six and a half days earlier, and had made good speed to Ushant. There they had run into fog, and for twelve hours had had to creep along with horns and sirens going all round them. This twelve hours of blind sailing, surrounded by great ships whose reduced speed would still have cut them in two as a knife cuts cheese, had taken it out of Hassell. Conditions had then improved. The Bay had smiled on them, and going down Northern Portugal was like a pleasure cruise. But off the Burlings they had met a heavy head wind. This had continued ever since, though now at last it was dropping.

At this hour on this Saturday morning they should have been abreast of the Madeira Islands, but instead these were still something like 300 miles ahead. Captain Hassell was worried about the delay, though it was not in any way his fault. His company’s boats ran on a regular schedule, and a captain who could not keep time was unpopular at headquarters.

The Jane Vosper was a small freight liner of some 2500 tons register, which worked back and forward between London and Buenos Aires, calling at Pernambuco, Bahia, Rio, Santos and Montevideo. She was a sound, well-built steamer of the three-island type, that is to say, with a high fo’c’sle forward, a high boat-deck amidships, and a high poop aft. Between these three heights or ‘islands’ were the comparatively low well-decks with their cargo hatchways. Indeed her long, rather narrow hull was practically all cargo space except for the block amidships, which, starting with the engine room and stokehold below, rose through the officers’ quarters to the chart-house and bridge above. Her single screw was operated by triple expansion engines, and she was divided into six compartments by five watertight bulkheads. She had one tall funnel, painted with the company’s red and green colours, and her hull was black, relieved only by the white of her boats and upper fittings. She was a fine sea boat, and in bad weather rode easily, recovering quickly when she rolled, and rising nimbly enough to a head sea.

Though Captain Hassell would dearly have liked, before his time was up, to have skippered a passenger liner, or at least a larger cargo ship, he could not but recognize the good qualities of the Jane Vosper. Though she was small for regular ocean work, many a larger and more important vessel was a lot worse found. Nor could he complain of his crew. Without exception they were good men. There was no one he would have preferred to Arlow for first mate, and the second officer, Blair, a Scot from Dundee, was also an efficient seaman. The engineer, Mactavish, hailed from Clydeside. He was a genius in the engine room, though inclined to take a sombre view of life. Both he and Hassell treated their respective staffs well, and both got loyal service in return. In short, the Jane Vosper was what is usually called a happy ship.

Hassell, pacing the bridge, paused at the wheel-house to look at the clock. Ten minutes to four. Eight bells and the change of the watch would be immediately. He would stay and have a word with Blair, and then after a few minutes he would lie down again and try to sleep.

He had just come to this conclusion and was turning back to rejoin Arlow at the end of the bridge, when there came a sudden vibration beneath his feet, followed by a dull roar from somewhere in the interior of the ship. Both officers leaped forward and their hands met on the engine-room telegraph. But for a moment neither moved the handle. Both instinctively waited for some indication of what had happened.

Thoughts raced through Hassell’s brain. The engine room! A boiler burst? The crankshaft broken? Or the tail-shaft, or a connecting rod? Or had the screw gone altogether?

No. A moment sufficed to tell him that it was none of these things. The beat of the engines continued normal and tranquil. Nothing vital in the engine room.

Had they fouled some floating debris? It hadn’t felt like it. Still less had it sounded like it. It was an explosion of some kind, somewhere. But what, and where?

Though these considerations were passing through Hassell’s mind, he had not remained inactive. He had quickly rung for Slow Ahead – just enough speed to keep steerage-way on the ship – and had called to the helmsman to starboard thirty degrees, to bring the ship’s head to the sea. ‘Keep her to it,’ he had ordered as he whistled down the engine-room tube.

‘That you, Mac? What is it?’

The chief had evidently already reached the engine room, for it was he who answered.

‘I couldna say. It sounded in No. 2 hold. Everything’s right enough here.’

‘Then better get your people out in case they’re wanted.’ He swung round to Arlow. ‘I’ll take charge. Get below and see what it was. And send Crabbe here.’

Crabbe was the single wireless operator the Jane Vosper carried. As Arlow ran down the bridge ladder he met him hastening to the wireless room.

‘Old man wants you on the bridge,’ he cried as he hurried on.

By this time the men of both watches were streaming from the fo’c’sle, driven out principally by the knowledge that anything wrong meant that all hands would be required, but also, in the threat of an unknown danger, because of that haunting fear of being drowned in a confined space which lies dormant in the mind of most seamen. Brought up into the wind, the Jane Vosper had steadied somewhat. She was still pitching a good deal, but her rolling was easier.

Crabbe appeared beside the captain.

‘Get in touch with anything that’s near us,’ Hassell directed. ‘But no message as yet.’

As Crabbe hurried away, the second officer appeared, hurriedly buttoning his coat. Hassell immediately ordered him to check up their exact position and then to go down and help Arlow to find out what had happened.

Captain Hassell stood gripping the bridge rail with both hands, his mind tense and senses keenly alert. Gradually he grew more reassured. Nothing seemed to be wrong. The engines were carrying on steadily and rhythmically, the ship was steering correctly and riding easily, all apparently was as usual. The deck lights had been put on and he could see the hurrying figures of the men passing here and there. They were, he knew, sounding the wells, and if the ship proved to be dry they would follow that by a search in the various holds. Till he received Arlow’s report, there was nothing to be done.

Suddenly, without the slightest warning, the shock was repeated. There was the same jar and quiver of the deck planking and rail, followed immediately by the same dull, muffled detonation from below. Certainly an explosion! An explosion in the engine room or hold!

Hassell felt as if a huge hand had suddenly gripped his heart. Its beating seemed to fill the world and to be about to choke him. Then with a resolute effort he overcame his momentary paralysis and was once again his own alert and efficient self.

Tensely he watched and listened and felt the planks beneath his feet and the rail he still gripped. In all his experience he had never known anything like this.

But once again he couldn’t discover anything wrong. Still the gentle rhythm of the engines continued unbroken. Still the ship steered and rose and fell easily to the swells. To all outward appearance, everything remained as before.

Quickly he moved to the engine-room tube and spoke down. There also everything appeared to be right. Mactavish was in the stokehold investigating, but so far as the speaker – the second engineer, Peebles – was aware, all in his department was in order. ‘Here’s the chief, sir,’ he went on, and in a moment Mactavish’s voice sounded.

‘It’s in No. 2 hold, whatever it is,’ the engineer declared. ‘An explosion of some kind. But we’re right enough still.’

As Hassell took his mouth from the tube, his eye caught the flying figure of Second Officer Blair approaching the bridge. He flung himself up the ladder and reported: Fire in No. 2 hold, sir.’

Hassell nodded. Now that he knew what to do he was his own man. Coolly but decisively he gave his orders. The men to fire stations; pumps to be rigged, all to stand by to flood No. 2 hold. ‘And, Mr Blair,’ he went on, ‘I want you to get those boats swung out and make sure everything’s ready if we have to leave in a hurry. Then come back here and relieve me.’

It has been said that the Jane Vosper was a ship of the three-island type, with five watertight bulkheads. These bulkheads were arranged as follows:

The first was close to the bows, separating the forepeak, which contained stores, certain tanks, etc, from No. 1 cargo hold. The second was placed between Nos. 1 and 2 cargo holds, just under the stumpy foremast with its group of derricks and attendant winches. The third bulkhead was between No. 2 cargo hold and the stokehold. Then came the bulk of what might be called the operative part of the ship; boilers, engines, bunkers, galley, officers’ living and sleeping quarters; the whole centre of the vessel. Behind this and separating it from No. 3 cargo hold was the fourth bulkhead, the last bulkhead being placed near the stern, between this No. 3 hold and the aft peak.

The part where the fire had broken out and where the explosions had evidently taken place was, therefore, just forward of the bridge, the hold beneath the after-half of the forward well-deck, between the bridge and the foremast. It was divided off from No. 1 hold and the stokehold respectively by solid steel partitions, so that with any reasonable luck it should be easy to prevent the fire from spreading.

As the ordered disorder proceeded of getting the fire-fighting appliances in operation, Chief Officer Arlow found time to run up on the bridge and make his report. The ship was dry. Whatever had gone wrong in No. 2 hold, her plates seemed to be undamaged.

‘Then have a look at this fire, and if it seems to have got a hold you may start to flood No. 2,’ Hassell decided, and he was about to add an order to keep a man testing the wells of adjoining holds when the words were struck from his lips.

There was a third explosion!

It felt and sounded just like the others, or perhaps even more muffled, as if deeper down in the ship’s bowels. Hassell and Arlow exchanged glances of horrified amazement. What could have happened? Something in the cargo, it seemed; but if so, what? And how many detonations might they expect? No ship’s hull would stand many repeated shocks such as these. What did it all mean? And would the trouble be confined to No. 2 hold?

Once again Hassell felt himself paralysed by the unexpectedness of the situation, but once again it was only for a moment.

‘Carry on,’ he said, ‘but before you begin to flood, sound those wells again and report what you find.’

Arlow hurried off and Hassell turned once again to the engine-room tube.

‘What about that one, Mac?’ he asked. ‘Still all right down there?’

‘Aye, so far as I can see,’ was the reply. ‘But yon was a bad one. I misdoubt me some of her plates are away. And now it sounds mighty like water running into her.’

‘Then get your pumps going and let me know if you see any water yourself,’ Hassell directed. He returned slowly to the rail of the bridge to await the result of the fresh sounding of the wells.

What under heaven could have taken place? Explosions in a ship’s cargo were by no means uncommon, but, and this was what was puzzling the captain so much, they only occurred with certain kinds of cargo. None of the dangerous substances in question were aboard the Jane Vosper. He was positive there was nothing explosive or inflammable in any of the holds. No: once again he felt confronted with a situation entirely outside his previous experience.

One thing that seemed faintly reassuring was that the fire must be slight. So far Hassell had himself seen no indications of it whatever. Of course, with the head wind they were still meeting, smoke and smell would be blown aft before reaching bridge level. At the same time, if there were a serious conflagration, smoke would be pouring out in such volumes that he couldn’t fail to see it, if only by the light of the deck lamps. He decided he had been right to hold back the flooding of the hold till he was absolutely sure that no more serious damage had been done.

Then suddenly his grip of the rail tightened and he stared forward with tense expectancy. In the dark and with all that swell running it was hard to be sure, but – yes, he was sure. Only too unhappily sure. Her bow was lower in the water.

He felt the motion now. It was heavier; more sluggish. She was not rising so lightly to the seas. Rather was she inclined to bury her nose in them. Yes, though the sea was falling, there was more water coming on deck. There could be no doubt. She had been holed by that last explosion, and she was settling down.

If it were only No. 2 hold that was leaking, she should pull through. Not in a gale, of course, but in this sea that was already dying down into a heavy swell, she should float all right. Provided always that the bulkheads held, and that neither of the adjoining holds were flooded. But if No. 2 filled up, would the bulkheads hold?

Normally, no doubt, yes. But Hassell reminded himself unhappily that the circumstances were not normal. Three heavy explosions had taken place in that hold. Could this have happened without damaging the bulkheads?

If they, or any part of them, had been started by the shocks, they would never bear the weight of water. And if they gave way, the ship would sink like a stone. Nothing could save her.

A man suddenly appeared running up the bridge ladder. Hassell recognized one of the deckhands.

‘Chief officer reports five feet of water in No. 2 hold, sir.’

‘What about No. 1?’

‘No. 1’s dry, sir.’

‘Very good. Tell Mr Arlow to keep me advised how he gets on.’

This at least settled the question of the fire. Grimly Hassell realized that the hold was being flooded, and much more quickly than Arlow could have done it. But to the captain the fire was now an inconsequent trifle. He almost forgot its existence. The question had become one of their lives and the safety of the ship.

As he realized the position, the second officer ran up on to the bridge. ‘Boats out and ready, sir.’

‘Right. Take charge till I come back. I want all pumps got on to No. 2 hold, and have men placed at the wells in No. 1 and the forepeak. Speak down to Mr Mactavish. I’ll be with Crabbe.’

‘Very good, sir.’

Hassell passed round the port side of the wheel-house to the cabin corresponding to his own. His was at the starboard side and between the two was the chart room. In this port cabin Crabbe sat bending over his desk and wearing his earphones. He pushed them up as the captain entered.

‘The nearest ship is the Barmore of the British Latin States Line. She’s 90 miles south of us and coming to meet us – bound for London. The next is the South African liner Scipio, 150 miles nor’-east, and northward bound. There’s nothing else very close, but the Para of the Portuguese American Line is in Funchal Harbour with steam up.’

Hassell nodded. The Scipio was out of the question, but the Barmore would appear to suit very well. Hassell knew her as the crack vessel of his owner’s rivals. She was a 7000–ton boat, and he believed could do 12 knots at a pinch. With the knot or two the Jane Vosper was making, the Barmore should be with them in about six and a half hours, say shortly before midday.

It shouldn’t cost his firm much, Hassell thought, to get the Barmore to hurry up a bit. Then if the bulkheads gave and they were able to get clear of the ship, they should be picked up all right.

On the other hand, Hassell wanted to bring his ship to port, and it might be better to try to get the Para to come out and stand by while they worked the 300 miles to Funchal.

Without speaking, Hassell turned on his heel and went into the chart room. There with the help of his charts he faced the position. It was a hell of a long way to Funchal, but it was a deal farther to any other port. Lisbon, Cadiz, Gibraltar, Casablanca; he considered them all. Funchal was by far the nearest. Moreover, it was on the line of his company’s boats. His cargo could be transshipped there with less disorganization of the service than elsewhere. Further, to go towards Funchal would be to meet the Barmore. In any other direction they mightn’t get help.

For two whole minutes Hassell weighed the matter. Then, his mind made up, he returned to the wireless room.

‘Tell the Barmore we’ve had an explosion and got No. 2 hold flooded, and ask her to come along as quickly as she can. Say we’re not in immediate danger, but that we should be if anything gave way.’

Crabbe said, ‘Right, sir,’ and began to call, while Hassell bent over the desk. He took a message form and wrote, slowly and with thought. Heading it with the code name and address of his firm, he went on:

‘SS Jane Vosper L 36º 19' N 14° 44' W Stop. Regret to state have had series of unexplained explosions in No. 2 hold, which has been pierced and is flooded. Stop. Expect to be able to reach Funchal but have asked Barmore to look out for us. Stop. No immediate danger. Stop. Hassell.’

‘Send that to Funchal to be cabled home when you’ve finished with the Barmore,’ he ordered, and turned to go back to the bridge.

As he looked out of the door of the wireless room, which, being on the port side of the ship, faced east, he saw that dawn was already breaking. The sky and horizon were lightening and he could dimly see the swells moving past, now almost smooth and free from white. Soon it would be daylight, and there would be one handicapping difficulty the less to meet.

But it was not on the sea and the horizon that his attention lingered. Turning from the consideration of their plans to the immediate present, he gave a gasp. The ship was tilted forward; unmistakably. God, but she was down by the head! A glance from the bridge horrified him. The forward end of the well-deck was down nearly level with the water, and the fo’c’sle was but little above it.

Hassell stared in dismay. Then he congratulated himself that the Jane Vosper was not fully loaded. She was not down to her Plimsoll marks. This had been regrettable from the point of view of the profits of the voyage, though it made her steadier and easier to manage than if deeper in the water. But now this matter had become of importance. This very buoyancy might prove her salvation. Every extra inch of freeboard she had would stand to her in her present state.

As Hassell watched, a huge swell came rolling forward. With the wind so much down, there was but little broken water on its crest. But still it was a pretty big sea. Fascinated, he watched it sweep down on them.

Normally the Jane Vosper would have swung up her bows and crested it with ease. But now she hung in its path, as if uncertain, as if waiting for some order to make the required move.

It came on relentless, without haste, without delay. It struck the bows a crash that jarred the planks of the bridge like another explosion. It came on over the fo’c’sle as if the latter had not been there, and fell, hundreds of tons of it, on to the well-deck. It surged against the amidships fittings, sending a burst of green water up over the bridge.

Captain Hassell, clinging to the rail for dear life, could see nothing of his ship forward. There was in front of him only a white seethe of foaming water. The Jane Vosper staggered as if she had received a mortal blow.

‘God!’ thought Hassell, ‘she’s gone! She’ll never come up again!’

For breathless seconds her fate seemed to hang in the balance. Then slowly her bow began to rise. The water forward began to pour away, and the fo’c’sle appeared, black and rugged against the creaming foam.

Hassell moved beside his second mate. ‘Go down and see what Arlow is doing,’ he said quietly. ‘If we can spare the men I should like to rig a sea anchor. Come up again and report.’

Blair hurried off, and Hassell went again to the engine-room tube. ‘Could you spare the time to come up and speak to me?’ he asked the chief.

‘We have oor hands full wi’ the stern being up in the air and her racing every ither minute,’ answered Mactavish, ‘but I’ll be able to run up for a moment.’

Hassell moved back to the rail. Thank heaven it was getting light at last. And the sea was falling quickly. Perhaps he was wrong about that sea anchor. Probably by the time they got it out it wouldn’t be needed. Probably the hands could be more usefully employed below. Well, he would hear what Mactavish and Arlow advised, and then he would have a look at the damage himself, and then he would decide.

‘She’s weel enough doon by the head,’ said a voice at his shoulder in broad Scotch.

‘She’s down as far as she’ll go,’ Hassell returned firmly. ‘I want a word with you, Mac. You still all right below?’

‘Aye, I canna complain so far as the engine room’s concerned.’

‘We’ll have to shore those bulkheads. The Lord knows how they’ve been weakened by the explosions. If they hold, we’re all right. If they go -’ He shrugged. ‘What about it?’

‘I was thinking it would come to that and I’ve been getting forward stuff. I canna promise much with the stuff we’ve got – only a few old beams. But we’ll do the best we can.’

Hassell knew the chief would never admit that any materials he had were suitable for the job he was given, nor that the work could be satisfactorily carried out. But he knew also that if Mactavish failed in it, no other man afloat would succeed.

‘Right,’ he said. ‘Carry on, will you.’ Then he caught sight of the first officer coming along the deck. ‘Wait,’ he went on. ‘Let’s hear what Arlow has to say before you go. Well, Mr Mate?’

‘No. 2 hold’s full, sir. Right full up to sea level. And it came in so quickly that there’s no earthly use in pumping. She must have a hole as big as a ventilator in her bottom.’

‘No. 1 hold still dry?’

‘Still dry, sir.’

‘Well, Mr Arlow, I want that bulkhead shored. The glass is rising and we’ll have good weather presently, and I’m going to work her under her own steam into Funchal. All the same, the Barmore’s bearing down on us, though I’d rather not stop her if I can help. Go ahead with that shoring, and I’ll come down to see you presently. Where’s Mr Blair?’

‘Carrying on in my place, sir.’

‘Right: send him up when you can.’

Neither of the two men he was speaking to required encouragement to do their best for the ship. And yet Hassell saw that his confident manner had reassured both of them. He had given them this reassurance because that was his job as their superior officer, but it was an assurance that he was far from feeling himself. That Mactavish should be able to make a job of the shoring, he had little doubt. But it was far otherwise in the case of No. 1 hold. There the mate would be hampered by the cargo. He couldn’t get it out to make room to work, because it would be impossible to lift most of it without a winch. And a winch could not be used, because, unless the sea fell very much farther, they dare not uncover the hatch. However, Arlow must just do his best. Here again it was fortunate the hold was not full. They would at least have a certain headroom.

As the mate and Mactavish went down the ladder, Crabbe appeared.

‘The Barmore’s coming full speed, sir,’ he reported. ‘She expects to be here by midday or earlier.’

Hassell nodded. Midday! Would they do it! He knew the enormous stresses the bulkheads were bearing, stresses increased far beyond the normal by the pitching of the ship. He could picture only too well those stresses becoming strains, deformation taking place, an extra pull coming on some rivet, it sheering, and then – It wouldn’t then be long till a whole row of them went. And if a row went…Well, one of those plunges she was taking would simply be her last. She would plough into a wave as she was even then doing, but after it had passed, her bow wouldn’t come up. And the next wave would find it lower still. The stern would rise. The water would creep up the deck. And then…

Hassell sighed, then glanced around him. What a blessing the sea was falling! Though every wave was still sweeping over the fo’c’sle, they were doing so with less and less violence. The wind had practically died down and the hillocks of water were almost smooth and unbroken. Given good weather, she should be able to bear another knot or two, and make Funchal under her own steam without calling on anyone for help. At half-speed, which was the utmost he dare push her to, she should do it in less than three days.

It was now six o’clock and the sun was up. It made a difference, though Hassell didn’t realize it. Unconsciously as he looked at it, the outlook seemed to improve. Things grew more rosy, figuratively as well as literally. This was a nasty experience, but they were going to pull through it. His mind strayed towards the question of dry dock accommodation at Funchal…

Then he returned again to the question of that bulkhead in No. 1 hold. He didn’t think, no matter how much the sea fell, that with the bow as deep in the water as it was, it would be safe to open the hatch. If they did so and they got a wave over, it would probably send her straight to the bottom. They would have to work the cargo back from the face of the plates, get a beam across, put back the cargo, and then make a longitudinal channel or two for the struts. Difficult, but not impossible.

Blair interrupted his thoughts. ‘You want me, sir?’

‘Yes. Take over, will you. I’m going below.’

He turned away, but before he reached the ladder he was struck motionless by another terrible explosion. It came like the others, but worse – much worse. Not only was the sound louder, but the shock, coming up through the planking of the deck, was far more severe. The whole fabric of the ship seemed to stagger. She seemed to stop, as if dumbly protesting at this new calamity. Hassell gasped. For two seconds he stood motionless. Then he turned back to the engine-room tube. He whistled: without reply. At last he heard Mactavish’s voice.

‘Yon’s about done it, I’m thinking,’ the chief declared. ‘The bulkhead’s buckling. Some of the rivets are started, and she’s beginning to weep down the joints.’

‘You’re getting your pumps going, I take it? Better start them for No. 1 hold too. I’ll come down to see you when I hear what’s happened there.’ He turned to Blair. ‘See Arlow and find out how things are with him.’

While waiting for Blair to return, Hassell kept his eyes glued to the ship forward. No, she did not seem to be getting lower in the water. A little more flooding aboard would show; a very little. A very little would put her down altogether. As he had only too vividly pictured, one of those dips that she took would be the last; she just wouldn’t rise again. And all his crew were below. Not one of them would have a dog’s chance…

For a moment temptation assailed him. Was it not his duty to make sure of their lives while he could? After all, the ship and the cargo were insured. His owners wouldn’t be hard hit. The men trusted him. Was he justified in taking a risk with their lives?

Then Blair appeared, and Hassell became once again the master of his steamer and his soul.

‘Water’s leaking into No. 1 hold, sir, but only leaking. Mr Arlow thinks the pumps may keep it under.’

‘Good. Then you take over here. Watch her motion, and if you think she’s settling send for me. If you’re sure she’s going, don’t hesitate to sound Abandon Ship. But don’t do that,’ he smiled crookedly, ‘unless you are sure.’

Hassell passed down the bridge ladder, and entering the deckhouse below, made his way through the officers’ quarters and into the upper portion of the engine room. The air was heavy with pulsations, not of the engines, which were little more than moving, but with the clangs and suckings and thrusts of the pumps. As quickly as he could, without appearing to hurry, he climbed down the steel ladders, past the big low-pressure cylinder with its teak covering, secured by brass bands, past the great blocks of the cross-heads, moving slowly up and down in their slide bars, and so down to the cranks, burying themselves in pits in the floor and unearthing themselves again with a slow and dignified regularity. All around was the subsidiary machinery; the pumps clacking hard, the dynamo with its low hum, the reversing engine, the rows of dials and gauges. The engine room was deserted save for Peebles, the second engineer, who stood with his hand on the main throttle, ready to cut off steam should the screw lift out of the water and the engines race. He looked up and saw Hassell.

‘Chief’s in the stokehold, sir,’ he shouted, indicating the low door with a backward gesture of his head.

Hassell passed through. It had been hot in the engine room, and in here it was stifling. But the captain didn’t notice it. He pushed his way along the confined space between the two single-ended Scotch boilers which supplied the ship’s motive power, forward to the doubtful bulkhead. There he found Mactavish and as many of his staff as there was room for.

The chief had managed to bring forward a number of planks and baulks of wood and a couple of rolled steel joists, but he had not yet succeeded in getting these into place. Happening at that moment to swing round, he saw Hassell. He beckoned him over to the end of the bulkhead, against the ship’s side.

‘See yon?’ he pointed.

The captain gazed with sinking heart. Down the joint in the angle a little stream of water was trickling, very quietly, very silently. It was not large, not more than the size of a stout walking stick. It was impossible to say where it was coming from, but it began some three or four feet above Hassell’s head. By the time it had reached the floor, there was twice the volume.

‘You see?’ Mactavish repeated. ‘Yon joint’s weeping all the way down. And it’s the same at the ither side and along the bottom. And see.’ He pointed to the centre, above their heads. ‘See, the whole darned affair is bulged. It was the last shot did it.’

Hassell nodded. He forced himself to speak calmly. ‘I see that, Mac. But you’ve got to hold it. You can shore it to stand for seventy hours. Seventy hours with a falling sea. Then we’ll be in Funchal, and if we can’t get a dry dock we can beach her.’

‘It’s a’ very weel. The whole – business is started, and those rivets may sheer. At any minute one of those joints may rip, and then we’d have the whole – Atlantic in here.’ He spoke in a low tone, then swung away. ‘Come on, you —s,’ he cried, ‘get that joist round with the end butted on here!’

That was Mac all over. Many a time Hassell had smiled at his little idiosyncrasies, though now they only irritated. He would grumble about everything and call his men by the foulest epithets, and he would carry his job to a triumphant conclusion and his men would love him and give him of their best.

But bad as the situation was here, Captain Hassell felt that it would be worse in No. 1 hold. Here, confined as was the space, you could at least get at the plates you wanted to shore. You could see where you stood and know whether what you were doing was meeting the situation. But where Arlow was working none of these things would be possible. The bulkhead would be covered with cargo. And it would be difficult to remove that cargo, for the simple reason that, unless the hatch was opened, you couldn’t get power on it to lift it. He must go down into the hold and see how Arlow was faring.

‘Well, I’ll leave you to it, Mac,’ he said. ‘You’ll do it all right.’ He paused and was about to add that if the chief thought they ought to leave, he had only to say so. Then he thought better of it. That was well understood between them. If the chief had said, ‘This is dangerous: we’re going to throw away our lives: we’d better quit,’ Hassell would have said, ‘Right, come along,’ and well both men knew it.

The captain passed back between the boilers and into the engine room. There, save for the ominous downward tilt towards the bows, and the unusual noise of the pumps, everything seemed so normal and commonplace as to be definitely reassuring. Strange to think that their ship, and perhaps their lives, should be dependent on the staying power of a few overstressed rivets!

He climbed up the shining ladders out of the engine room, and watching his opportunity, crossed the well-deck, and entering the fo’c’sle, went down into No. 1 hold. There Arlow had rigged lights, and Hassell climbed across stacks of cargo to where he could see the moving forms of men. One of these with blackened face, and blood running from a cut on the cheek, revealed itself as the first officer.

‘’Fraid we’re not going to do it, sir,’ Arlow said when he saw the captain. ‘The water’s gaining on the pumps and we can’t get at the leak. It was that last explosion. The whole bulkhead’s shaken.’

‘How much is there in her now?’

‘Getting on to two feet. I have the hand pumps going as well as the steam, and I’ve been trying to clear a way to drop some more emergency suction pipes, but we can’t get the darned stuff moved.’

‘What is it down there that you’re up against?’

‘Crates. Big crates weighing the Lord knows what, and all jammed together. We could scarcely get them out if they were empty. We’d want the hatch open and the derrick on to them.’

‘You can’t get that.’

‘Have a look, sir, for yourself.’

Hassell climbed down the sort of shaft which Arlow had succeeded in sinking against the face of the bulkhead. He had cleared about seven feet deep, and had come down to the crates he had spoken of. A glance showed Hassell that the mate had not exaggerated. Power would be required to shift those tightly packed crates.

‘We’ll try if the chief can’t get some more pumps on it,’ he said. ‘In the meantime can’t you get a beam across some of that cargo with a set of blocks that would lift the crates?’

‘I’m trying to do that, sir. Scholes and some men are getting a beam forward. But I doubt –’ He glanced quickly round. They were out of hearing of the men. ‘She’s pretty near her limit, James,’ he went on. ‘Another foot of water here, and I believe she’ll go.’ ‘You’ve a man at the well?’

‘Arkwright. He keeps on sounding and reporting.’

‘How quick is she making?’

‘Not very quickly. Couldn’t say exactly.’

‘Well, we’ve some time yet. Get your blocks on and try to get a sump down to the water and we’ll have some more hand pumps on. Don’t bother about the shoring in the meantime. I’ll go down again to Mac and see if he can help you.’

Hassell was almost in despair as he retraced his way from the hold and climbed once more down the engine-room ladders. It was beginning to look as if he were going to lose his ship. Momentarily he glanced back over his life. He had been in command for eighteen years. Eighteen years without a serious mishap, and now at the end of his career – to lose his ship! That it wouldn’t be his fault scarcely mattered. It would be ruin in his old age just the same as if he had deliberately sunk her. For a moment his thoughts grew bitter and he felt that he had spent his years for nought. Then he saw that at the present time he must not harbour such ideas. Resolutely he pulled himself together. He forced thoughts of himself from his mind and became once more the captain, whose job it was to encourage and protect his men.

Mactavish saw him as he emerged from between the boilers, and beckoned him once again into the corner between the bulkhead and the ship’s side.

‘See yon?’ he said again.

Hassell looked in the angle. The water was flowing down – much more strongly. The stream which had been as thick as a walking stick was now as thick as a man’s arm. Instead of flowing silently, it was now making a gurgling, loud enough to be heard against the murmur of the boilers, the scrape of a coal shovel, the noise of the pumps and engines, and all the creaks and groans of the hull, still pitching sluggishly in the swell.

‘You may give it up. Captain Hassell,’ Mactavish said shortly. ‘The bulkhead’s giving. We can’t do anything.’

‘The water’s gaining in No. 1 hold. I came to see whether you could get more pumps on it.’

‘I’ll soon not be able to keep the water under here.’

Hassell now wanted to abandon ship – desperately. He did not show it, but in his own private mind and heart he was afraid. Afraid not so much for his own skin, though even that was still precious to him. But afraid for his men. He couldn’t risk their lives too far.

But he had to be sure – sure – that nothing could really be done. A master must not give up his ship while there is a chance of saving it. But here there was no chance. Neither Arlow nor Mactavish would give up while there was hope. And both, independently, had done so. And he, Hassell, himself was no fool about ships. He knew their ways as well as anyone – none better. And he knew that it was a hopeless task. Both bulkheads were going. They might go at any minute.

For thirty seconds the captain stood in silence. Then with a quick sigh he turned again to the chief.

‘Very well,’ he said. ‘We’ll abandon. Get your fellows up.’

He turned, and not allowing himself to hurry, left the stokehold, and went forward once more to No. 1 hold. There he called Arlow.

‘I’m going to abandon,’ he repeated quietly. ‘Get the men up.’ Then again without haste he went up to the wireless room.

‘Get the Barmore again,’ he directed. ‘Send SOS and say that I am forced to abandon ship. Repeat the position and ask them to look out for us. Don’t be in a hurry. There’s time enough and we won’t go without you.’

As Hassell reached the bridge the men were already streaming up from below. He told Blair what was being done, and passed into the chart room and his cabin for the ship’s papers and the log and one or two private and cherished possessions. When he came out he moved to the rail of the bridge.

The fore part of the ship was markedly lower in the water, in fact the front portion of the well-deck was now continuously awash. He had been considering putting out some oil to ease the embarkation, but he saw that would be unnecessary. The wind had dropped completely, and the swells – also greatly down – were smooth and glassy. They should have no trouble.

He could see what was taking place on the deck behind him. Both lifeboats were being lowered. The men had donned lifebelts and were being counted. Everything was ready. He stepped over to the wireless room.

‘I’ve given the message and got it repeated, sir,’ Crabbe declared. ‘The Barmore expects to be here in between three and four hours.’

‘Good. Then get your belt and go.’

He turned back to the wheel-house. ‘Lash that wheel, Simmonds,’ he said to the helmsman, ‘and get away to the boats. Blair, get away.’

‘Aren’t you coming, sir?’ Blair asked.

‘Yes, I’m coming. Get a move on with those boats. She won’t last much longer.’

Blair and the helmsman ran down the ladder. The boats were lowered. First the port and then the starboard reached the water, the falls were unhooked, quickly, skilfully. The men began to climb down. In a couple of minutes the port boat had her complement and had pushed off from the swaying side. Then Hassell saw the starboard boat was also filled. With a last glance forward over the bows he had looked out over for so many years, Hassell walked, still slowly and with dignity, down the bridge ladder and climbed into the boat.

The Jane Vosper was still forging slowly ahead, and the men, as soon as they had pulled far enough away from her to be safe from her suckage, turned with one consent and began rowing with her, determined to see the end. In silence they watched her, plunging a little deeper into each swell, recovering a little more slowly, the stern rising a little higher…Not a man but was heartily thankful to be out of her, and yet she was their home. All but a few of their possessions, such as they were, were aboard. In the case of the captain his hopes were aboard too.

For ten minutes they watched, then a cry broke out. She was going! At a distance of perhaps quarter of a mile they saw her stern slowly rise. It went up and up and up, with the screw racing, while her bow up to her bridge disappeared beneath the water. The stern hung poised – for hours, it seemed. Then very slowly it began to go down, more and more quickly, till at last it disappeared behind a smooth rolling swell.

Alone on the sea, the boats instinctively drew together.
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SEA RISK

In a private room in a suite of offices on the fourth floor of a large building in Mincing Lane three men sat talking.

The building was new. It was the last word in office design, with roomy landings and corridors, decorated with simple though slightly startling designs and lighted from unexpected places by glowing tubes. The floors were of rubber, coloured in the shapes conventionally assigned to lightning, though admittedly lightning in rather solid flashes. The four lifts had grilles of bronze, and fascinating little lights popped in and out as the cages rose and fell.

The fourth floor housed a firm whose plate read ‘The Land & Sea Insurance Co., Ltd.’ with below it the word ‘Enquiries’ and the representation of a hand pointing towards three o’clock.

The office in which the three men sat talking was at the end of the main corridor. It was the private room of the manager, Arnold Jeffrey, and he was discussing business with Wallace Crewe, his accountant, and Wilfred Leatherhead, his chief clerk.

For a private office, the room was large and ornate, providing ocular demonstration to the caller of the stability and prosperity of the company. It contained a large flat-topped desk, at which Mr Jeffrey was now seated, and two leather-covered armchairs, containing respectively his two assistants. All this furniture rested on a very thick, brightly coloured carpet, which also bore a table with glass top and curved steel legs, a file case, a wastepaper basket, and a nest of sectional bookcases, mostly containing books on law and insurance.

Jeffrey was a big man of about fifty, with a heavy jaw, thin, closely compressed lips, wide awake eyes, and a slightly unpleasant expression. He was an able manager, and if he was not greatly liked in a personal capacity he was respected as a sound businessman and an efficient chief.

Crewe and Leatherhead, except that one was tall and thin and the other small and stout, were alike in that they were typical heads of departments in a business of the kind. Both were good men – if they weren’t they wouldn’t have remained long under Jeffrey’s management, but neither was outstanding, and for the same reason.

They were discussing a message which had been received a short time previously from the Weaver Bannister Engineering Company Limited, of Watford, a firm with whom they had recently done business. That their information was serious was evident from the expression of all three. Indeed they looked as if they had just received the news of a disaster.

‘A hundred and five thousand, wasn’t it?’ Jeffrey was saying, and there was something approaching horror in his tones.

‘Yes,’ answered the chief clerk with equal emotion, glancing at a paper he held. ‘There were 350 sets and they were covered at £300 apiece: makes £105,000.’

For a moment there was silence, a brooding silence, and then Jeffrey spoke again with vicious emphasis. ‘Damned ill-luck its coming just now,’ he declared. ‘We were badly enough hit by that Chelsea fire, and to have to pay out another hundred thousand on the top of that, as well as having had a bad year generally, is something that won’t bear thinking about.’

‘It’s very unfortunate,’ Crewe answered somewhat inadequately, while Leatherhead murmured agreement.

‘I’ve rung up the chairman,’ went on Jeffrey. ‘I did it first thing when I got the message. He said he’d come across at once.’

‘He’ll be pretty badly hit,’ the accountant considered. ‘Last time he was speaking to me he wasn’t too happy about our position. This’ll about put the lid on it.’

‘Yes, he was talking to me, too,’ Leatherhead added. ‘He was worried about the dividend. Said there never had been such a year of losses since the company was formed.’

‘I don’t know how we’re going to meet another hundred thousand without something unpleasant happening, and that’s a fact,’ Jeffrey declared unhappily, and was going on to develop his theme when there was a knock at one of the two doors and a pretty girl looked in. ‘Mr Brangstrode’s here, Mr Jeffrey,’ she said.

‘Show him in,’ Jeffrey answered, while the other two got up from their chairs.

The young woman stood back and a tall man with aquiline features and greying hair entered the room. There was a suggestion of power in his strong chin and quiet though forceful movements. He was just sixty and looked ten years younger.

Rupert Brangstrode had been chairman of the Land and Sea for the past six years, though it was small beer to him, most of his energies having been put into larger corporations with which he was also connected. However, under the combined management of himself and Jeffrey, the Land and Sea had considerably increased its business. A prosperous business, too, it had been, at least up to the present year. Within recent months bad luck had seemed to dog it. There had been burglaries and accidents which had proved heavy losses, culminating in a fire in Chelsea in which valuable old pictures, insured with the company for the sum of £250,000, had been totally destroyed. The dividend prospects for the current period were therefore distinctly unpromising.

Brangstrode having nodded to the three men, laid his hat on the glass table and sat down in one of the armchairs.

‘What’s all this, Jeffrey?’ he asked in the words of a policeman investigating a street row.

‘More trouble, I’m afraid,’ the manager answered with a worried air. ‘About an hour ago I had a telephone from Bannister’s people of Watford, saying that they had heard that the steamer carrying their consignment of petrol sets to South America had been totally lost.’

The chairman moved impatiently. ‘So you said. I remember we accepted the policy, but except that they were large, I’ve forgotten the figures.’

‘Yes, sir, they were large,’ Jeffrey agreed gravely. ‘There were 350 sets and each was covered at £300. The total cover was £105,000.’

Brangstrode’s face fell. ‘£105,000! Good God!’ For a moment there was silence and then he went on: ‘Well, is it true, this report?’

‘Directly I received it I rang up the shipping company, the Southern Ocean Steam Navigation Company of Fenchurch Street, and asked them. They said it appeared to be true. They had had a cable via Madeira from the skipper of their steamer Jane Vosper, the ship in question, saying that there had been some unexplained explosions aboard, and that part of the ship was flooded. The message said that there was no immediate danger and that they hoped to make Funchal under their own steam. That, the Southern Ocean people said, was the only information they had received direct from the ship.

‘But later they had had a message from the British Latin States people in Gracechurch Street to say that the master of their ship, the Barmore, homeward bound from Buenos Aires, reported that he had just received an SOS from the Jane Vosper, which said that she was sinking rapidly and that they were abandoning ship. The master of the Barmore said the weather was good and that he expected to pick up the crew about midday, that is,’ Jeffrey glanced at the electric clock on the opposite wall, ‘just about an hour ago.’

‘Then it looks a true bill,’ Brangstrode considered.

Jeffrey shrugged. ‘I’m afraid so. The British Latin States people said they expected to hear from their captain if and when he picked up the men, and I asked Clayton to let me know immediately they rang him. We might hear any time.’

Brangstrode nodded, but for some moments remained silent. Then presently he went on: ‘If this turns out as you say, what becomes of our dividend?’

‘I was considering that when you came in,’ Jeffrey returned. ‘I think,’ and he drifted off into technicalities.

‘I suppose,’ said Brangstrode, when this point had been discussed, ‘there’s no chance of our not being liable? Explosions? That sounds like the engine room? Steam pipes, or boilers, or perhaps a mechanical breakdown? If the accident were due to carelessness or improper management or inferior materials, could we make anything of that?’

Jeffrey shook his head. ‘I doubt it. I should think all those things would be included in the risks we insured against.’

‘What sort are these Southern Ocean people? Know anything about them?’

‘Oh, yes, I think they’re all right. They’ve got a good reputation in the City. A small firm, but quite sound and all that.’

‘Have they only tramps?’

‘As a matter of fact, their boats are liners, not tramps. I used to think all cargo boats were tramps, but they’re not.’ ‘I always thought so myself.’

‘We were both wrong. It appears a liner is a ship which travels backwards and forwards on a regular schedule, as these boats do – between London and Buenos Aires. A tramp is a ship that makes no regular journeys: it will take cargo for anywhere hoping to pick up cargo at that port for somewhere else, and so on. Of course, a liner and a tramp may be structionally similar, and a ship may be a liner at one part of its career and a tramp at another.’

‘I didn’t know that. Well, tramps or liners, are they sound ships?’

‘I think so. The Southern Ocean has had very few accidents. Stewart Clayton’s their manager.’

Brangstrode made a gesture. ‘Clayton? I know him. A good man, I agree.’

‘The ships are reputed to be well built and well found. We made, of course, the usual enquiries about them when we learned they were taking the Bannister stuff. But we’ve come across them several times before. They’ve often carried stuff covered by us.’

‘A small firm, you say?’

‘Yes, as shipping companies go. They’ve got small boats, from two to four thousand tons register. I don’t know how many – not very many, I think. They run three services. London to Buenos Aires, calling at various South American ports; London to the West Indies, calling at several islands, and London to the Central American states, including Mexico.’

‘Freight only?’

‘Yes, they don’t take passengers.’

‘I happen to have met Captain Hassell of the Jane Vosper,’ observed Leatherhead suddenly. ‘I was at their offices on another job. You remember, sir, that railway stuff that we covered for Trinidad? While I was there Captain Hassell came in. Mr Clayton introduced us.’

‘And what did you think of him?’ Brangstrode asked.

‘He seemed to me a thorough good man, sir,’ the chief clerk answered with decision. ‘Of course you can’t be sure in one short interview. But I was very favourably impressed. Quiet and businesslike, he seemed, like a man who wouldn’t lose his head in an emergency.’

‘I wonder who insured the ship?’

Jeffrey shook his head. ‘I’ve no idea. They may be their own insurers for all I know to the contrary.’

‘Not very likely if they’re a small concern.’

‘That’s true. Lloyd’s, then, I expect. We can find out easily enough.’

‘It would be interesting to know.’

Once again the rather desultory conversation turned to their own possible loss. Then after some time Brangstrode raised another point.

‘We surely can’t be the only insurance firm interested? What space would these blessed sets take up?’

Jeffrey turned to the chief clerk. ‘You have the description of them somewhere?’

‘I have it here.’

Jeffrey glanced down the paper Leatherhead handed him, then read: ‘ “Each set consists of one of our Exo petrol motors, connected direct with an Alilo dynamo, together with a separate switchboard. The sets are packed in strong wooden cases, measuring 2' 0" by 2' 0" by 4' 0".” That would be,’ Jeffrey calculated quickly, ‘16 cubic feet per set, and 350 times 16 – 5600 cubic feet for the lot, or say, a block 20 feet wide, 28 feet long and 10 feet deep. It probably wouldn’t fill one of her holds.’

‘Then she must have been carrying a lot more stuff?’

‘Sure to have been,’ said Jeffrey.

‘That means that other insurance firms are also interested in the loss?’ Jeffrey agreed again.

‘Interesting to find out what other cargo there was and who had covered it,’ Brangstrode said thoughtfully.

Jeffrey’s reply was interrupted by his telephone bell. With a gesture of apology he picked up the receiver. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘Jeffrey speaking…Oh, they have? I’m glad to hear that… Yes…Yes…No further statement?…What do you think yourself?…On Thursday morning?…Shortly after that, I should think…Then you’ll let me know? Thank you, Clayton, very much.’

Jeffrey put down the receiver. ‘That was Clayton,’ he explained. ‘He says they’ve just had a phone call from the Latin States people. A message has just come in from the captain of the Barmore, saying that he’s picked up the crew of the Jane Vosper. At half past eleven he came in sight of them, and by twelve they were all on board. They reported that the Jane Vosper had gone down a few minutes after they abandoned her, about half past eight this morning. They say that explosions in the hold damaged the hull, and that one watertight compartment was completely flooded and the two adjoining compartments were leaking more quickly than they could pump them out. They’re making no further statement till they reach home, which, it is expected, will be on Thursday morning. Clayton says the Board of Trade enquiry is certain to be held almost at once, and he’ll keep me advised of all that becomes known.’

‘Then she’s gone,’ Brangstrode concluded, ‘and it looks as if our £105,000 is gone with her.’

‘Clayton had no theory as to what might have happened?’ Crewe asked.

‘None whatever; or if he had, he didn’t mention it. No; he seemed as puzzled as I am.’

‘It definitely wasn’t a steam burst, or a mechanical breakdown?’ Crewe went on.

‘Clayton said “Explosions in the hold.” I should have thought if it had been a steam pipe or something like that, he’d have said so.’

‘He might not,’ put in Brangstrode. ‘He mightn’t want to make any admissions. Or rather, the captain mightn’t report it at this stage.’

‘If it had been a boiler,’ Crewe pointed out, ‘some of the stokers would almost certainly have been killed. If it had been a steam pipe, it is unlikely it would have done all that damage to the hull. A broken connecting rod might have swung round and plunged through her bottom, and so might a broken tail shaft. But if any of these things had happened it’s hard to see why the captain would want to keep it a secret.’

‘I’ve heard of the loss of a propeller damaging the stern of a vessel so much that she sank,’ Leatherhead put in.

‘Yes,’ Crewe answered. ‘If damage occurs about the after bulkhead, that’s between the aft hold and the aft peak, so that both those are flooded, the average cargo boat will go down. A passenger boat should float with two adjoining compartments flooded, but not a boat of the type of the Jane Vosper.’

‘You’re quite a sailor,’ Brangstrode intervened.

Crewe laughed. ‘I’m interested, sir,’ he explained. ‘I’ve read a bit about ships.’

‘Passengers are more valuable than freight?’ Leatherhead suggested.

‘I think it’s not that altogether,’ Crewe returned. ‘There are two reasons: first, bulkheads are a nuisance in cargo boats, as they get in the way of stowing the cargo, so they have as few as possible; and second, there are comparatively so few people on a cargo boat, that they have a much better chance of getting away if there’s trouble.’

‘I don’t profess to know anything about the sea,’ said Brangstrode, ‘but I always thought that spontaneous combustion occurred under certain conditions, with probable explosions. Do you know anything about that, Crewe? What about explosions of coal dust in the bunkers?’

Crewe shook his head. ‘I don’t know anything about it, sir. I understand there’s a risk of spontaneous combustion from greasy cotton and other substances. But I don’t know how far there’s danger from coal dust.’

‘That’ll all be cleared up at the enquiry,’ Jeffrey said with some impatience. ‘I don’t see that we’ll gain much by discussing it now.’

‘You’re right, Jeffrey,’ admitted Brangstrode. ‘All the same, I confess to a good deal of interest in the cause of those explosions.’ He paused a moment, then added: ‘So much so that I think we should be represented at the enquiry.’

The others stared. ‘Represented?’ Jeffrey repeated. ‘Represented. Suppose those explosions were not due to what I might call any normal cause: any explainable cause, if you like. Well,’ he shrugged, ‘explosions have been known to occur which damaged insured goods.’

‘You mean,’ Jeffrey said quickly, ‘deliberate? But that wouldn’t affect us. Suppose, if you like, the ship was scuttled. We’d still be liable for our hundred and five thousand.’

‘Possibly,’ Brangstrode admitted, then after a pause added, ‘and possibly not.’

‘Possibly not? I don’t follow you there, sir. What do you mean?’

‘Well,’ Brangstrode shrugged slightly. ‘Suppose a ship is insured and she’s blown up by the owners for the insurance money. If this can be proved, the insurance company doesn’t pay, does it?’

‘Of course not. But the companies that insured the cargo would pay.’

‘Admittedly. But now consider the converse case. Suppose certain cargo was destroyed for the insurance, and suppose as an accidental correlative the ship sank. Who would pay?’

‘I see what you’re suggesting. That if –’

‘I’m suggesting nothing. I’m only pointing out that cases are conceivable in which cargo insured for safe transport by sea, and destroyed en route, need not be paid for.’

Jeffrey shook his head. ‘We’re dealing with Weaver Bannister’s in this matter. They’re a good firm. There’s never been a whisper of anything crooked about them. I see what you mean, but I don’t honestly believe there’s anything in it.’

‘I don’t say there’s anything in it myself. I say we should be represented at the enquiry and be sure.’

‘I wish there was a chance of what you’re hinting at,’ Jeffrey went on with a crooked smile; ‘but really, sir, I’m not with you there. Have you thought what a ghastly crime it would be? Not only the fraud against us, but also against the firms which covered the rest of the cargo and the ship herself. And all that fraud would be the smallest part of it. Why, it might have meant the loss of the whole crew; the murder of the whole crew. No, I don’t see Weaver Bannister or anyone else standing for that.’

Brangstrode shrugged. ‘I agree with all that,’ he admitted. ‘All the same, I don’t see that it is any reason against our being represented.’

‘Oh no, I admit that. I expect it would be a wise enough precaution. I suppose Alexander?’

‘I think so. Let’s consult him at all events. What about ringing him up now?’

Herbert Alexander, senior partner of Alexander, Alexander & Phillimore, Solicitors, occupied offices on the eighth floor of the same building as the Land & Sea Insurance Company. Though their practice was nominally general, the partners had specialized largely on insurance law. Nor had they neglected the criminal side of the subject, and they were recognized authorities on insurance frauds, arson, and even murder.

Alexander replied that he was disengaged, and five minutes later he entered the room. He was not unlike the chairman in appearance, tall, aquiline, and with the same suggestion of latent force.

‘You just rang up in time,’ he declared, as he took the armchair Crewe vacated. ‘Another twenty seconds and I should have gone out to lunch.’

‘Sorry for keeping you then,’ Brangstrode returned. ‘Perhaps as I’ve spoiled your plans, you’ll lunch with me afterwards?’

‘I never,’ said Alexander gravely, ‘refuse a good offer. I shall be delighted.’

‘Very good.’ The chairman turned to Jeffrey. ‘Tell him, Jeffrey, will you?’

‘It’s about a consignment of petrol sets Messrs Weaver Bannister of Watford were sending to South America,’ the manager began, and he recounted what had taken place. ‘I think the immediate question is whether you advise our being represented at the Board of Trade enquiry? That’s right, sir?’

‘That’s the point,’ agreed the chairman. ‘It was I who raised it, but I don’t wish to push it against all of you.’

‘There’s been no explanation of these explosions?’ asked Alexander.

‘None,’ Jeffrey answered, ‘but it’s only fair to add that there has been no opportunity to get one.’

The solicitor asked a number of other questions. ‘Quite,’ he concluded. ‘I’ll consider the matter and let you have an opinion. In the meantime and speaking without proper thought, it seems to me that if between this and the enquiry no explanation of the affair is put up which satisfies you people, an attendance at the enquiry would do no harm. In fact it might be better for me to apply to be made a party to it. Under the circumstances this would certainly be granted.’

‘Just what exactly does that mean?’ Brangstrode asked.

‘Well, if for instance an underwriter suspects an insured vessel has been cast away, or a certificated officer wishes to have his character cleared of damaging imputations, he may apply to be made a party to the enquiry. It gives him a locus standi and enables him to see that any evidence he wants is called, and so on. In our case it would strengthen our position if we afterwards wished to dispute the claim.’

‘That seems a good idea,’ the chairman approved. ‘I should make the application.’ He looked at Jeffrey, who nodded.

‘I shall do so,’ Alexander promised. ‘Now there is one other point. If I’m really to go into this matter seriously, I’d like to have Sutton with me.’

John Sutton was a private detective employed by the Land and Sea, as well as by certain other insurance firms. He investigated doubtful cases, both beforehand, when the question of granting the cover was being considered, and afterwards, if what seemed a fraudulent claim had been made. Sutton was a first-rate man, extremely reliable, and as pertinacious and thorough as they were made.

Jeffrey raised his eyes at the solicitor’s proposal, but the chairman declared it was only common sense. ‘There’s no earthly use in half doing anything; though I don’t suggest,’ he smiled crookedly at the lawyer, ‘that without Sutton that’s what you’d do. But undoubtedly if we do suspect anything, Sutton should know all there’s to be known about it from the beginning.’

This was agreed to, and then Brangstrode summarized the position. ‘The matter stands then in this way. Unless everything is cleared up beforehand to our satisfaction, Alexander will represent us at the enquiry, taking Sutton with him. In the meantime we do nothing about any claim that may be made.’ He looked round on his little audience, and seeing approval on each face, turned to the solicitor. ‘And now, Alexander, what about that lunch I defrauded you of?’

With a little further talk the conference came to an end.
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The Jane Vosper is plunged to the bottom of the Atlantic by a series of
explosions in her hold. It is clear that something is wrong, as there is no
innocent explanation of the cause. The only possibility appears to be that
someone has sunk the ship for the insurance money (either for the goods
on board or the ship itself). The loss of the goods will cause a problem
for The Land and Sea Insurance Co., and they decide to look into matters
themselves. When their private detective goes missing, Inspector French
of Scotland Yard is called in and he decides that the only way to solve the
missing person case is to solve the mystery of the Jane Vosper as well. But
even he is baffled, until his hard work and assiduous following of the clues

leads him to the correct conclusion.
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