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PART 1

Prelude to Pollution









the Scilly Islands the northbound traffic lane is the one
nearest to the mainland. But the Petros Jupiter had been on
the outer edge of the lane when she had made the turn to
starb'd, and being on a slow-steam voyage she was moving
at barely 11% knots through the water, so that when the
alarm bells sounded and the single high pressure boiler cut
out, bringing both the steam turbines to a halt, she was still
not clear of Land’s End.

Engine-room staff immediately switched to auxihary
power to keep the alternators going and to provide electricity,
but power to drive the ship could not be restored until the
accumulation of leaks in the steam pipework had been
repaired and the loss of distilled water for the boiler reduced.
The ship gradually lost way unul finally she lay broadside to
the waves, rolling sluggishly.

There she remained for over two hours, during which time
she drifted about three miles in the general direction of
Land’s End. By then emergency repairs had been completed
and at 02.04 she was under way again. And then, at 02.13,
the unbelievable happened: the secondary reduction gear,
the gear that drove the single propeller shaft, was stripped of
its tecth. A journalist would write later that it had made a
very expensive sound, which was the phrase used by Aris-
tides Speridion, the Greek second engineer, who had been at
that end of the engine-room when it happened.

With the secondary reduction gear useless, there was no
way the Petros Jupiter could proceed and at 02.19 the master
contacted Land’s End coastguard station on VHF to inform
the watch ofhcer of the situation and enquire about the
availahility of a tug.

The tanker was now lying helpless, wind-rode and wall-
owing heavily, her hull broadside to the seas, which were big
and breaking. If she had been fully loaded she might still
have survived, but half her cargo had been off-loaded at
Corunna and she was riding quite high out of the water, her
huge slab-sided hull acting as a giant sail.

Her position at this time was 8% miles from Land’s End
with the Longships light bearing 058°. The wind was still
south-westerly, still increasing, and the barometer was fall-
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PART 11

Aftermath of a Wreck
















































































































































































































































PART III

The Road to Dubai



























Barre introduced us and at my name she turned her head,
staring at me with a puzzled frown. Her eyes were large and
dark like sloes, very bright, but that may have been because
of her cold. She looked as though she was running a tem-
perature. Barre was still talking, and after a moment’s hesi-
tation, during which her eyes remained fixed on my face, she
let us into the house. ‘I have told her we are here about the
Petros_Jupiter insurance, nothing else,” Barre whispered as she
ushered us into what I suppose would be called the parlour
in that sort of house. It was a comfortably furnished room
and almost the first thing I noticed was a photograph of her
father, the same dark features and prominent nose I had seen
in the newspaper pictures, but clean shaven and bare-
headed, the crinkly black hair carefully smoothed down, and
he was smiling self-consciously, dressed in his engineer’s
uniform. Standing beside it, in an identical silvered frame,
was the photograph of a young woman with the most enor-
mous eyes staring out of a long, gaunt face. She had a broad,
pale brow and a mass of curly brown hair. ‘My family,’ the
girl said to me in English, and then she had turned back to
Barre, speaking in French again, the tone of her voice sharp
and questioning.

It was a strange room, more than half of it natural rock
that had been plastered over and then decorated. This and
the colour of the walls, which was a pale green, gave it a
certain coldness, and w1th Just the one window it had an
almost claustrophobic feel toit. I heard my name mentioned
and Guinevere Choffel was repeating it, staring at me again,
her eyes wide, a shocked look that was mixed with doubt and
confusion. ‘Why are you here? What do you want” Her
English was perfect, but with something ofa lilt to it, and she
said again, ‘Why are you here?’ her voice dropping away to a
note of despair. ‘It was an accident,” she breathed. ‘An
accident, do you. hear?’

She knew! That was my first reaction. She knew about
Karen, what had happened. And the reason I was here, she
must have guessed that, for she didn’t believe me when I said
I'represented Forthright & Co., the marine solicitors dealing
with the case, and needed her father’s address so that we
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PART IV
The Dhow



















































ing why an Englishman like Baldwick should be shipping
Pakistanis out of a little border port like Jiwani. If it had
been hashish now, trucked down from the tribal areas close
under the Hindu Kush or the Karakoram ranges of the
Himalayas . . . He didn’t know the naukhada’s name or the
name of the dhow, only that the seamen embarked
numbered a dozen or so and the dhow had left immediately,
heading west along the coast towards the Straits of Hormuz.

That night I went to bed early and for the first time, it
seemed, since Karen’s death I slept like a log, waking to
bright sunlight and the call of the muezzin. Varsac was
waiting for me when I went down, his eyes shifty, the pupils
dilated and his long face wrestling with an ingratiating
smile. He wanted a loan. ‘Ees tres cher, Dubai,” he mur-
mured, his breath stale, his hand clutching at me. God
knows what he wanted it for, but I had seen the ragged-tur-
banned little boy hovering in the entrance and I brushed
Varsac off, telling him to stay in the hotel where everything
was provided. The boy came running as he saw me. ‘Whatis
it, Khahd?”

“The sahib send you this.” He held a folded sheet of paper
out to me. ‘You read it inside please, then nobody see.’

It was very brief: Dhow chartered by B came in last night.
Loading ship’s stores. Khalid will take you to see it. Take care. You
were followed yesterday. A.G. I stuffed the note into my pocket
and went out into the street again, Khalid clutching hold of
my arm and telling me to go down the alley opposite the
hotel and at the Creek I would find his uncle waiting for me
with a small boat. I should hire it, but behave as though it
were a sudden thought and argue about the money. He
would cross by one of the ferry launches and meet me
somewhere by the wharfs. Having given me my instructions
he ran off in the direction of the mosque. I stood there for a
moment as though savouring the warmth of the sunlight
that slanted a narrow beam between two of the older dwell-
ings. A casual glance at the Arabs hanging around the hotel
narrowed it to two, and there was another inside the
entrance who seemed to be watching me, a small man in
spotless robes with a little pointed beard and a khanjar knife
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distant glint of the sea. The wind was stronger here, blowing
out of the north-west, and I could have cried for the memory
of that little Baluch boy, so thin, so scared, so dead these
many years. We skirted Sharjah, the subgat giving way to low
coastal dunes, sand blowing again in long streamers from the
wheels of the leading Land Rover. Occasionally we caught
glimpses of the sea, a dark blue-green shot through with the
white of breaking wavetops, and the cloudless sky pearl-
coloured with the glare of the sun. A glimpse of the fort that
had been a radio communications centre in the early days
and we were driving fast along the coast towards Ras al
Khaimah, the interior of the Land Rover hot and full of sand,
the dunes shimmering.

We stopped only once, just beyond Umm al Qaiwain, for
sandwiches and coffee served on the tailboard of the leading
Land Rover. We didn’t stay long, for though we were under
the lee of a small dune sparsely covered with brittle dried-up
furze, the wind blowing straight off the sea filled the air with
a gritty dusting of fine sand. Less than an hour later we
pulled into Ras al Khaimah, where the Jebel cliffs begin to
form a red background. Here we were given quarters in a
little fly-screened motel with cracked walls and tem-
peramental plumbing. The skeletal ribs of a half-constructed
dhow thrust pale wooden frame-ends against the blue sky.

What the hell were we doing at Ras al Khaimah? Mustafa
and the Land Rovers had left as soon as our luggage had
been off-loaded. And since Baldwick wouldn’t talk about it,
speculation was rife, particularly among the deck officers.
Accustomed to think in terms of navigation, our guess was
that the ship was across the other side of the Gulf in Iranian
waters, or perhaps loading at one of the island tanker ter-
minals, Abu Masa or Tumbs. The engineers didn’t care so
much. Fraser had got hold of a bottle of Scotch and the man
from Marseilles, Jean Lebois, had brought some cognac with
him. Baldwick and Varsac joined them and the four settled
down to drink and play poker. I went for a walk.

The motel was set in what looked like a piece of waste
ground left over from the construction boom, bits of plastic,
broken bottles, rusting iron scattered everywhere, half

155
























He closed the door and I stood there for a moment, looking
vaguely round for the best place to stow my empty bags,
conscious that his sudden need of company reflected my own
mood, the sense of being alone and on the brink of a voyage
whose end I didn’t want to think about. The cabin was hot
and airless, the two windows looking for’ard obscured by an
ochre-coloured wash, the lights dim. I scratched at the win-
dow glass with my thumb nail, but the wash was on the
outside. It annoyed me that I couldn’t see out, the place
seeming claustrophobic like a prison cell. I changed into my
clean white shirt, combed my hair back, my face pale and
ghostly in the damp-spotted mirror, then turned to the docr,
thinking of that beer.

It was then, when I was already out of the cabin and had
switched off the light, that the windows were momentarily
illuminated from the outside, a baleful glow that revealed a
tiny diamond-gleam of white where a brush stroke had lifted
clear of the glass. It was in the bottom right-hand corner of
the further window, but it was gone before I could reach it,
and when I crouched down, searching with my eye close to
the glass, I had difhculty in locating it. Then suddenly there
was light again and I was looking down on to the deck of the
tanker, every detail of it picked out in the beam of'a powerful
torch directed for’ard at two figures standing in the bows. I
saw them for an instant, then they were gone, the torch
switched off, and it took a moment for my eye to adjust to the
shadowy outline of the deck barely visible in the starlight. A
man, carrying something that looked like a short-barrelled
gun, came into my line of vision, walking quickly with a limp
towards the fo’c’sle, and when he reached it the torch shone
out again, directed downwards now, three figures, dark in
silhouette, leaning forward, their heads bent as they peered
into what was presumably a storage space or clse the chain
locker.

They were there for a moment, then there was again no
light but the stars and I couldn’t see them any more, only the
dim shape of the fo’c’sle with the two anchor windlasses and
the mooring line winch. Several minutes passed, my eye
glued to the little peephole of clear glass, but the figures did
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that, though he knew damn well his name had been Choffel
for years now. ‘Price!’ he called as he came in with some
letters in his hand. Presumably they had come up with us
from Dubai in the dhow. ‘A letter for you,” he said and
handed 1t to him.

The curried vegetables were followed by a steak and some
ugly-looking potatoes. The steak was deep frozen and tough,
and for those who refused to face up to the potatoes there was
sliced white bread that was already staling in the heat. The
only thing that seemed to have maintained its freshness was
the array of bottled sauces in the centre of the table. I hoped
the dhow had loaded some provisions in Dubai, something
more interesting than those shipped at Ras al Khaimah,
otherwise I could see tempers getting very frayed. Varsac
pushed his plate away, Lebois too. Clearly the French were
not going to take to Pakistani cooking.

Somebody — Hals, I think — wondered jokingly how long
scurvy took to develop. We were discussing this, and the
length of time hunger-strikers had taken to die of starvation,
when I was suddenly conscious of the Welshman staring at
me, his steak untouched, the letter open in front of him and a
small white square of pasteboard in his hand. It was a
photograph. He glanced down at it quickly, then looked
across at me again, his eyes wide, the shock of recognition
dawning. I knew then that the letter must be from his
daughter and the photograph in his hand one of those she
had taken in Nantes as I was leaving for the airport. His
mouth opened as though to say something, and in that
moment he seemed to disintegrate, a nerve twitching at his
face, his hand trembling so violently the photograph fell into
his plate.

With a visible effort, he pulled himself together, but his
face looked very white as he grabbed up the photo, still
staring at me with an expression almost of horror, his hands
fluttering as he tried to fold the letter and put it in his pocket.
Then he got suddenly to his feet, muttering ‘Excuse me’ as he
hurried out of the room.

‘Malade? Lebois asked. Varsac muttered something in
reply, reaching across and scooping up the meat from the
abandoned plate. A hand fell on my shoulder. I looked up to
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there on the bed, when there was a knock on the door. ‘Mind
if I come 1n?’

I sat up, suddenly very wide awake, for the door was
opening and I could see his head in silhouette against the
light outside, the stubble growth on his cheek shading the
line of the jaw. “What is it?> What do you want?’

‘A word with vou. That's all.” He stood there, hesitating.
“‘You’ve got it all wrong, you see. I have to talk to you.’

I switched on the light and Choffel’s face leapt into view.
He came in and shut the door. ‘I didn’t know, you see . ..
about your wife, I mean.” His face was pale, his hands
clasping and unclasping. ‘Only just now — my daughter
wrote to me . . ." He shrugged. ‘What can I say? I'm sorry,
yes, but it’s nothing to do with me. Nothing at all.” He moved
closer, coming into the cabin, his voice urgent. ‘You must
understand that.’

I stared at him, wondering at the nerve of the man. I
didn’tsay anything. What the hell did one say? Here he was,
the man who had put the Petros fupiter on the rocks — and by
doing so he had been as much the cause of Karen’s death as if
he’d taken her out there and killed her with a blow torch. But
what could I do —leap from my bed and throttle him with my
bare hands?

‘May I sit down please? It’s a long story.” He pulled up a
chair and a moment later he was sitting there, leaning for-
ward, his dark eyes fixed on mine, and I thought, My God,
this isn’t at all how it should be, the little bastard sitting
there and me still on my bunk. ‘Get out!” I said hoarsely. ‘Get
out, d'you hear?’

But he shook his head. ‘I have to tell you—’ He held his
hand up as though to restrain me. ‘Gwyn has got it into her
head you’re planning to kill me, you see. She is being over-
dramatic, of course. But it is what she says in her letter, so |
thought it best to have a word with you. Ifitis true, and you
think I had something to do with what happened to the Petros
Jupiter, then 1 understand how ycu must feel.” His hands
finally clasped themselves together, locked so tight the
knuckles showed white. ‘First, I must explain that the Petros
Jupiter was not at all a good ship. Not my choice, vou
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passed his tongue round his lips. ‘My only fault was that I
didn’t check. I should have gone over everything in that
engine-room. But I never had time. There was never any
time, man — always something more urgent.’

He was lying, of course. It was all part of the game. ‘What
did they pay you?’ I asked him.

‘Pay me?’ He was frowning, his eyes wide.

‘For doing the job, then slipping away like that so that
no one else could be blamed, only Speridion.” A professional
scuttler, he would only have done it for a straight fee. A big
one, too, for there was the skipper of the Breton fishing boat
to pay and then the cost of flying out to Bahrain and fixing
passage on the Corsaire.

He shook his head, his dark eyes staring at me and his
hands clasping and unclasping. ‘How can I convince you? I
know how it must appear, but my ‘only fault was I didn’t
check. I thought we’d make it. After we got through Biscay I
thought that junk yard of machinery would see me through
to the end of the voyage.” Again the little helpless shrug. ‘I
did think of going to the captain and insisting we put in for
complete refit, but it was a Greek company, and you know
what Greek shipowners are like when you suggest anything
that cuts into their profits, and after the Cape . . . Well, there
was nowhere after that, so I let it go.” And he added, his
hands clasped very tight, ‘Only once in my life—’ But then
he checked himself, shaking his head slowly from side to side,
his eyes staring at me as though hypnotised. ‘Can’t you
understand? When you’ve been without a job for a long
time—’ He paused, licking his lips again, then went on in a
rush of words: ‘You’ll take anything then, any job that comes
along. You don’t ask questions. You just take it.’

‘Under an assumed name.’

His mouth opened, then closed abruptly, and I could see
him trying to think of an answer. ‘There were reasons,’ he
murmured. ‘Personal reasons.’

‘So you called yourself Speridion. Aristides Speridion.’

‘Yes.’

‘And you had a passport — Speridion’s passport.’

He knew what I was driving at. I could see it in his face.
He didn’t answer, his mouth tight shut.
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for each tank and purge pipes to clear the gases, and at one
point I barged into a slender, screw-capped sounding pipe
that was about knee-high. The deck, in fact, was littered with
obstacles for a man moving warily in complete darkness, and
now there was a new sound. I thought for a moment it was
somebody whistling and stopped abruptly, my heart in my
mouth, but it was only the wind. A little further on the sound
of it changed. It was like somebody moaning. All about me
the wind sighed and moaned and the sea made rushing,
slapping noises, and at each new sound I paused until I had
identified it, convinced that somewhere along this endless
dark expanse of steel plating an armed guard lurked, my eyes
searching ahead along the line of the raised catwalk for the
tell-tale glow of a cigarette.

A shape emerged, grew suddenly tall and I stopped again.
I was in the centre of the ship, following the line of the pipes.
The shape was away to the right, very straight and tall,
motionless by the starb’d rail. I crouched down, moving
slowly forward in the shadow of the pipes. There was
another shape to my left now. I hesitated, my heart pound-
ing, feeling suddenly boxed in.

I stayed like that for maybe a minute, the figures on either
side of me frozen motionless like myself. Gradually it dawned
on me that they were further away than I had imagined
and much taller than any man could possibly be. The der-
ricks — the jib cranes for handling pipe! I got slowly to my
feet, trembling slightly and feeling a fool as I ducked under
the manifold with its mass of pipes running transversely
across the ship, big valves showing like crouched figures in
the gloom as I negotiated the breaker that stops waves
running the length of the deck. After that there were no more
pipes, only the catwalk running fore and aft.

I must have veered left for I was suddenly confronted with
a new sound, an intermittent thumping noise, as though
somebody were regularly striking at the steel hull with a
heavy wooden maul. The noise of the sea was louder here. I
was almost at the port rail and my eyes, following the line of
it aft, fastened on the dark outline of a thin shaft standing
straight up like a spear against the pale blur of waves
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breaking in the khawr beyond. For a moment I stood there,
not moving and wondering what it was. Then I remembered
the dhow moored amidships with its two masts just showing
above deck level. I went to the rail then and looked down, the
dark shape of the Arab vessel just visible as it rose and fell, 1ts
wooden hull banging regularly at the ship’s side.

A man coughed and I spun round. Nothing there, but then
the cough was repeated, strident now and more like a
squawk. A sudden flurry and I ducked as a vague shape took
wing and disappeared into the night. I went on then, moving
quickly, my hand on the rail, determined not to be scared of
any more shadows. More roosting seabirds rose into the air
and I jabbed my toe against a set of fairleads. There were
inspection hatches at intervals, each hatch, and particularly
the vents, appearing first as some lurking watcher. Then at
last I was at the rise of the fo’c’sle deck with the foremast a
slender shaft spearing the darkness above me.

A faint glimmer of light filtered through the cloud layer. I
found the ladder to the fo’c’sle deck and felt my way through
the litter of anchor and mooring machinery to the bows.
Here for the first time I felt safe. I had traversed the whole
length of the tanker from the bridge housing to the fo’c’sle
unchallenged, and now, standing with my back to the bows,
all the details of the ship stretching aft to the superstructure
invisible in the darkness, I felt relaxed and secure.

This was nearly my undoing, for I started back along the
catwalk. There were shelters at regular intervals, two
between the fo’c’sle and the manifold, and four foam monitor
platforms like gunhousings with ladders down to the deck. I
was using my torch to peer inside the second of these fire-
fighting platforms when a figure emerged coming towards
me along the catwalk. I just had time to reach the deck and
was crouched under the platform when he passed, hurrying
to the fo’c’sle with something that looked like a toolbox in his
hand.

He didn’t re-emerge, though 1 stayed there several
minutes watching the point where his figure had disap-
peared. Cautiously I moved to the ship’s rail, not daring to
go back on to the catwalk. I could see the derrick now and by
keeping close to the rail I was able to bypass both the breaker
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injured. The dhow wasn’t easy to steer. Like most straight-
keeled vessels I had to anticipate her movements, countering
each attempt of the head to pay off with a slight correction to
the helm. She waddled and yawed like an old woman and
once the wind got hold of her she was hard to control, very
slow to respond and the engine labouring.

Ahead, I couldn’t seem to see anything beyond the ship’s
stem, the lights of the tanker producing just enough of a glow
to illumine the waist with its muddle of ropes, pulleys,
sleeping mats and cooking gear and the mast with the great
roll of sail strapped to the curved wing of the spar. These
were all very clearly picked out, the upswing of the prow, too.
But beyond that there was nothing, just a stygian blackness.

I could hear Choffel groaning. Once I thought he cried
out. But the dhow required all my concentration and when I
did glance down at him I couldn’t see him. That was when I
remembered he was armed, but the dhow was paying off, the
wind catching hold of the rolled-up sail and the bows falling
off. Part of the sail had come loose, a fold of it billowing out in
a dark bubble of canvas so that I thought I'd never get the
bows back into the wind.

Away to port I could hear the sound of breaking waves,
could just make out a line of white. Dark cliffs loomed, the
line of white nearer, the sound of the waves louder. We were
being set down on to the south shore of the khawr — or was it
the land closing in as we neared the entrance? With the helm
hard over, the bows slowly swung through the wind. I could
feel it on my left side now, my eyes searching the darkness to
starb’d, ears strained for the sound of breakers. I should
have looked at that chart more closely, up there on the
tanker’s bridge when I had the chance. There was a box
fixed to the poop deck just for’ard of the helm, a big wooden
box with an old-fashioned brass-knobbed binnacle in it. But
[ didn’t want touse my torch, and anyway I'd no idea where
exactly the tanker had been moored in relation to the
entrance, what the bearing would be. All I could remember
was that the entrance was narrow and dog-legged, the bend
being leftward going out.

The line of white was very close now, the cliffs visible as a
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PART V

Virgins Unlimited

































that’s why he was talking — you can’t throw a man to the
fishes when he’s talking to you about things that are personal
and take your mind back, for he was talking then about his
home in Wales, how they had moved up into the old tin hills
above a place called Farmers, a tumble-down longhouse
where the livestock were bedded on the ground floor to keep
the humans warm in the bedroom above. It was odd to hear
him talking about Wales, here in the Straits with Arabia on
one side of us, Persia on the other. ‘But you wouldn’t know
about the Mabinogion now, would you? he breathed.

I told him I did, that I had read it, but either he didn’t
hear me or he didn’t take it in. His mind was far away on the
hills of his youth. ‘Carreg-y-Bweci,” he murmured. ‘The Hob-
goblin Stone. I’ve danced on it as a kid in the moonlight, a
great cromlech on its side — and the Black Mountain visible
thirty miles away. It never did me any harm,’ he added in a
whisper. Then his hand reached out towards me. ‘Or am I
wrong then? Was I cursed from that moment?” The dhow
rolled, rolling him with 1t; and he clutched at his guts,
screaming.

I steadied him and he stopped screaming, gulping air and
holding on to me very tightly. I got his trousers open at the
fly and in the light of my torch could sec the ncat hole the
bullet had punched in his white belly. He wasn’t bleeding
now and it looked quite clean, only the skin round it bruised
and bluish; but I didn’t dare turn him over to see what was
the other side, in the back where it must have come out.

I cleaned his trousers as best I could and all the time I was
doing it he was rambling on about the Mabinogion, and I
thought how strange; the only other person ever to talk to me
about it was Karen. She’d got it from the travelling library,
asking for it specially. And when she had read it she had
insisted that I read it, too, the four branches of it containing
some of the oldest stories of the Welsh bards. A strange book
full of fighting men who were always away from home and
wives that gave themselves to any valiant passer-by, and
everything, it seemed, happening three times over, all the
trickery, the treachery, the blazing hopes that led to death.
Some of'its eleven stories had borne a strange resemblance to
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was there, a dark bundle curled up like a foetus on the deck,
and I accepted him, a silent companion, part of the ship. The
idea of killing him had become quite remote. It was my state
of mind, of course. I was no longer rational, my body going
through the motions of steering quite automatically, while
my mind hovered in a trance, ranging back over my life,
reality and fantasy all mixed up and Karen merging into
Pamela. And that black-eyed girl with a cold cursing me in
French and spitting in my face. Guinevere. How odd to name a
girl Guinevere.

‘That’s my daughter,” he said.

I blinked my eyes. He was sitting up, staring at me. ‘My
daughter,” he said again. ‘You were talking about my
daughter.” There was a long silence. I could see her very
clearly, the pale clear skin, the square strong features, the
dark eyes and the dark hair. ‘She tried to stop me. She didn’t
want me to go to sea again — ever.” He was suddenly talking
about her, his voice quick and urgent. ‘We have some caves
behind our house. Champignons! Parfait pour les champig-
nons, she said. So we grew mushrooms, and it worked,
except we couldn’t market them. Not profitably. She would
keep us. That was her next idea. She was a typist. She did a
course, you see — secretarial — after she left school. I can earn
good money, she said. But a man can’t be kept like that, not
by his daughter. He’s not a man if he can’t stand on his own
feet . . .” His voice faded, a despairing whisper that was thick
with something he had to bring up. “The Petros Jupiter,” he
breathed. A fish rose, a circle of phosphorus on the dark
water behind him. ‘She was in tears she was so angry.
They’ll get at you, she said. They’ll get at you, I know they
will. And I laughed at her. I didn’t believe it. I thought the
Petros Jupiter was all right.” He choked, spitting something
out on to the deck. ‘And now I've got a bullet in my guts and
I'll probably die. That’s right, isn’t it> You’ll see to that and
she’ll say you murdered me. She’ll kill you if you let me die.
She's like that. She’s so emotional, so possessive. The
maternal instinct. It’s very strong in some women. I remem-
ber when she was about seven — she was the only one, you see
—and [ was back from a vear’s tramping, a rusty old bucket
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the Arabian Sea we should have had the benefit of at least a
breeze from that direction. The current, which was anti-
clockwise for another month, would have a westerly set and
would thus be against us. I spent over an hour and all my
energy unfurling and setting the heavy lateen sail. To do this
I had to shin up the spar with a butcher’s knife from the store
and cut the rope tie-ers. The rest was relatively simple, just a
matter of hard work, using the block and tackle already
attached to the spar and another that acted as a sheet for the
sail. With so little wind it hung over me in folds, flapping to
the slow motion of the ship. Butit did provide some shade on
deck and in an instant | was wedged into the scuppers fast
asleep.

I woke to the sound of water rushing past, opening my
eyes to see the great curved sail bellied out and full of wind.
Even as I watched, 1t began to shiver. I leaped to my feet,
wide awake and diving up the steps to the tiller, hauling i1t
over just in time to avoid being taken aback. The wind was
north-west about force 3, still in the shamal quarter, so that I
could only just lay my course. The coast was clearly visible
now. The haze had gone, the day bright and clear, the sea
sparkling, and the sun was almost overhead. I glanced at my
watch. It was 13.05. I couldn’t believe it. I had been asleep
for something like four hours.

We were making, I suppose, about three knots and as the
afternoon wore on the Iranian coast vanished from my sight.
And since visibility was still good I thought it probable I was
opposite Gwatar Bay which is on the frontier between Pakis-
tan and Iran. Itis a deep bay with salt flats and the bed of a
river coming in from Baluchistan. Visualizing the chart I
had so often had spread out before me on the chart table, I
reckoned we were less than 40 miles from Gwadar. No
shipping now to point the way, the sea empty to the horizon,
except once when.a sperm whale blew about halfa mile away
and shortly afterwards shot vertically out of the water like
some huge submarine missile, leaping so high I could just see
the flukes of its tail before it toppled with a gigantic splash
back into the sea. Atsunset I thought I could make out a line
of cliffs low on the port bow. They were of a brilliant
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He looked at me doubtfully. ‘We get the doctor to have a
look at you. I don’t like you to die with me when you have
such an interesting story to tell.’

We passed one of those brilliantly colourful trucks, all
tinsel and florid paintings, like an elaborately decorated
chocolate box; conclusive proof to the wandering haziness of
my mind that I really was in Pakistan. From fine-ground
sand and a cloud of dust we moved on to tarmac. Glimpses of
the sea, long black fishing boats anchored off, their raked
masts dancing in the sun — this was the eastern side of the
Gwadar Peninsula, the sea still a little wild, the shore white
with surf. There was sand everywhere, the sun glaring down.

‘We have a desalination plant, good water from the sea, all
by solar.” The colonel’s voice was far away, the driver’s
forage cap perched on hisround black head becoming blurred
and indistinct against the moving backcloth of open
bazaar booths and mud-brick buildings. ‘We see Ahmad Ali
Rizivi now.” The car had stopped, the colonel was getting
out. ‘This 1s what you call the town hall. It is the house of the
Assistant District Commissioner.’

We were in a dusty little open space, a sort of square. A
janitor in long robes sat in the doorway. I was vaguely
conscious of people as I followed the colonel up the steps and
into the dark interior. A clerk sat on a high stool at an
old-fashioned desk, another ushered us in to an inner office
where a man rose from behind a plain wooden desk that
might have been a table. He waved us to chairs hastily
placed. It was cooler and there were framed maps and texts
on the wall — texts from the Koran I presumed. And the
inevitable picture of Jinna — Quaid-i-Azam, the man who
had led Pakistan out of the Empire, out of India, to indepen-
dence and partition. The pictures came and went, the voices
adark murmur as a hot wave of weariness broke over me, my
head nodding. .

Coffee came, the inevitable coffee, the colonel’s hand
shaking me, the Assistant District Commissioner gesturing
to the cup, a bleak smile of hospitality. He wanted me to tell
it again, the whole story. ‘From the beginning please.’ His
dark eyes had no warmth. He didn’t care that I was exhaus-
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But all he said was, ‘That is for your Consul. Come
please.” Hussain was standing with the door open. We went
back down the cement corridors, the room bearer following
us a little forlornly. We left him at the lift muttering to
himself. A driver was waiting for us at the reception desk, a
big, serious-looking man with a black moustache and a sort
of turban, who led us out to an official car. We went first to
the Abdullah Haroon Road Bazaar, where I had passport
photos taken, and after that we drove out on the Khayaban-
i-Iobal road to the British Consulate, which was close to the
Clifton seaside resort. I had been there once before. It was up
a long drive through a well-tended estate and gardens.

I asked to see the Consul himself, but he, too, was dis-
tancing himselffrom the whole affair. He wasn’tavailableand
I had to be content with a grey-haired, harassed-looking
Pakistani, who issued me with temporary papers and then,
by raiding some emergency stores, produced a pair of
patched grey flannel trousers and a blue seaman’s jersey,
socks and a pair of boots.

It was in this pcculiar rig that thirteen hours later I
arrived at Heathrow. Ahmad Khan had stayed with me until
I was actually on the plane. In fact, he saw me to my seat,
accompanied by the senior steward. It was a PIA aircraft full
of emigrants going to join relatives in Britain, a bedlam of a
journey with the toilets awash and one or two children who
had never seen a flush lavatory before in their lives. I don’t
know what the chief steward was told about me, but he and
the stewardess kept a very careful watch over me with the
result that I had excellentservice, my every want attended to
immediately.

Brown had not seen fit to see me offand I had been refused
permission to telephone. However, I was told he had been
informed of my time of departure and flight number, and 1
presumed he wauld have passed this on to Saltley so that he
would know my ETA at Heathrow. But there was nobody
there to meet me and no message. I was delayed only a few
moments at Immigration and then I was through and just
one of the great flood of humanity that washes through
London Airport. There is nothing more depressing than to
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when I was standing at the window, staring up at the street
and thinking about the way she had accepted his offer of a
lift, as though coming to see me had been just an interlude
and her own world so much more congenial than this bare
little room and the company of a man who might at any
moment be charged with murder, it came back to me.
Choffel had used almost identical words — God knows I’ve paid,
he had said, and he’d repeated the word paid, spitting blood.
Had he really become so desperate he’d taken jobs he knew
were dubious and then, when a ship was sunk, had found
himself picked on, a scapegoat though he’d had no part in
the actual scuttling? Could any man be that stupid, or
desperate, or plain unlucky? The Olympic Ore, the Stella Rosa,
the Petros_Jupiter — that was three I knew about, as well as the
Lavandou, and he’d used three different names. It seemed
incredible, and yet ... why lie to me so urgently when he
must have known he was dying?

I thought about that a lot as I sat alone over my evening
meal in a crowded Chinese restaurant. Also about his
daughter, how angry she had been, calling him an innocent
man and spitting in my face because I didn’t believe her. If
she could more or less convince a cold-blooded solicitor like
Saltley . . .

But my mind shied away from that, remembering the
Petros _Jupiter and that night in the fog when my whole world
had gone up in flames. And suddenly I knew where I would
lie up while waiting for those tankers to re-emerge. If they
wanted to arrest me, that’s where they’d have to do it, with
the evidence of what he’d done there before their eyes.

I didn’t tell the police. I didn’t tell anyone. I left just as
dawn was breaking, having paid my bill the night before,
and was at Paddington in time to catch the inter-city express
to Penzance. And when I arrived at Balkaer, there it was just
as I had left it, the furniture and everything still in place, and
no board up to say it was for sale. It was dark then and cold,
hardly any wind and the sea in the cove below only a gentle
murmur. I got the fire going, and after hanging the bed-
clothes round it to air, I walked back up to the Kerrisons and
had a mecal with them. They had met me at Penzance and
Jean had seemed so pleased to see me I could have wept.
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south of the Tribbens to the surfswirling around the Kettle’s
Bottom and the single mast that was all that was left above
water of the Petros_Jupiter. I’ve paid and paid. And now the girl
was accusing me of a murder I hadn’t committed.

I pulled in the line, quickly, hand-over-band. It was a crab
of all things, a spider crab. I shook it loose and started the
engine, threading my way back through the rocks to the
jetty. It was lunchtime, the village deserted. I parked the
boat and took the cliff path to Land’s End, walking fast,
hoping exertion would kill my doubts and calm my mind.

Butitdidn’t. The doubts remained. In the late afternoon a
bank of fog moved in from seaward. I just made it back to
Sennen before it engulfed the coast. Everything was then so
like that night Karen had blown herself up that I stood for a
while staring seaward, the Seven Stones’ diaphone bleating
faintly and the double bang from the Longships loud enough
to wake the dead. The wind was sou’westerly and I was
suddenly imagining those two tankers thundering up the
Atlantic to burst through the rolling bank of mist, and only
myself to stop them — myself alone, just as Karen had been
alone.

“Think about it,” Saltley had said. ‘If we knew where they
were meeting up ... And he had left it at that, taking the
girl’s arm and walking her down the street to where he had
parked his low-slung Porsche.

And standing there, down by the lifebeat station, thinking
about it, it was as though Karen were whispering to me out
of the fog — find them, find them, you must find them. It was a
distant foghorn, and there was another answering it. I
needed an atlas, charts, the run of the pilot books for the
coasts of Africa, dividers to work out distances and dates.
Slow-steaming at eleven knots, that was 264 nautical miles a
day. Forty days, Saltley had said, to Ushant and the English
Channel. But the Aurora B would be steaming at full speed,
say 400 a day, that would be 30 days, and she had left her
hidey-hole by the Hormuz Straits nine days ago. Another
twenty-one to go ... I had turned automatically towards
Andy’s cottage above the lifeboat station, something nag-
ging at my mind, but what I didn’t know, conscious only that
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PART VI

The Black Tide






















































the binoculars, and she nodded, standing herself now and
steering with her bare foot on the wheel, her hair hanging
loose and all bright with moisture like an autumn web.
Swirls of mist and a little breeze cat’s-pawing the surface of
the sea. The binoculars were useless, making the mist worse.
Then the veil was drawn back, drifting astern of us, and
suddenly we were in hazy sunshine, with the horizon hard-
ening to a line and those cliffs emerging again and sprouting
a funnel.

No doubt about it now, it was a ship hull-down ahead of
us. I shouted to Saltley, my voice echoing Pamela’s, and the
others came tumbling up on deck. The breeze was picking up
and we were moving through the water at a good five knots.
Nobody spoke, all of us staring intently, willing it to be the
ship we were looking for. The minutes passed slowly, the hull
gradually lifting above the horizon until at last we knew it
was a tanker. What is more, she was hove-to; either that or
she was anchored, for the bearing didn’t change.

The time was 11.17. The date February 19. Day Thirty
since the Aurora B had sailed. Saltley turned to Pamela. ‘I
think I'd like you sunbathing on the foredeck. A bikini if you
would, Pam, and a towel so that you can wave as we go close
under their stern. I’ll be down below taking pictures through
the hatch.’

Mark took the helm and Saltley briefed him very pre-
cisely. What he wanted was clear photographic evidence of
the name and port of registry painted on the tanker’s stern.
We would then sail up the vessel’s port side and he would
take shots of the name on the bows.

By the time Pamela came on deck again, stripped almost
to the bare flesh and bronzed like a young Amazon, the mist
was a dirty smudge astern of us, the sun shining out of a clear
blue sky. There was more wind now, the boat close-hauled
and slipping fast through the water, the air getting warmer.
The tanker was lying with her bows pointing north. She was
about three miles away, and beyond her, to the north-west,
we could just see the black basalt tops of Selvagem Grande
lifting above the horizon.

Through the glasses it was already possible to see that the
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superstructure, which had looked almost white glimmering
at us through the mist, was in fact painted emerald green, the
funnel white with a bright red band and two golden stars.
The hull was black and as soon as all the details of the vessel
were clearly visible Saltley was checking them against the
photographs laid out on the cockpit seats. It was difficult to
be sure about her tonnage, but everything else matched,
except the colour. The Howdo Stranger had been painted in
the GODCO colours of blue hull with a blue funnel above a
sand-yellow superstructure.

There was little doubt in my mind, or in Saltley’s. Every
little detail of the deck layout matched, and as we closed with
her, making to pass close under her stern, I knew she was
about the same tonnage. ‘Don’t forget,” Saltley said to Mark
as he dived below. ‘Get right under her stern, then gybe.’

We came down on her very fast, the black hull growing,
until it towered above us, massive as an iron breakwater.
High up on the bridge wing there was a little knot of men
watching us. I counted seven, a motley group with only one
of them in any sort of uniform. Pamela was lying stretched
out on the foredeck. Two men in overalls appeared on the
upper deck just below the lifeboat, one of them pointing as
Pamela sat up and turned her head. Then she got languidly
to her feet. They waved and we waved back, the group on the
bridge watching us. I saw the flash of binoculars and then we
lost them as we passed under the massive steel wall of her
stern. And there close above us was the name, Shah Moham-
med — Basra picked out in white and startlingly clear against
the black of the hull.

A man leaning over the stern rail was joined by others, all
of them waving. The yacht yawed, swinging round. ‘Duck!?
Saltley shouted. The boom came over with a crash, the sail
slatting, everything in a tangle, and down below Saltley
crouching out of sight, the camera with its telescopic lens
directed at the ship’s name, the shutter clicking. Even with
the naked eye we could see the second O of the original name
Just showing as a faint raised shadow in the gap between
Shah and Mohammed.

Everything was very quiet, no sound of engines as we
sorted out the deck, coming round on to the port tack and
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knots. We heard the swell breaking on the rocks before we
could see the island, and then suddenly there was our tanker
lying just to the south of Fora.

We turned then, heading north, back towards Selvagem
Grande. ‘I think she’s seen us.” Mark was watching through
the glasses. ‘She’s under way and heading towards us.’

We hoisted the genoa again and seemed to hold our own
for a while, then she came up on us very fast, steaming at full
ahead and pushing a mountain of water ahead of her broad
deep-laden bows. We altered course to starb’d as though
making for the landing place on Selvagem Grande. The
tanker also altered course, so that the bows were less than a
cable’s length away as she steamed up abreast of us. A
searchlight stabbed the night from high up on her super-
structure, flooding the water round us until it picked up the
white of our sails and fixed on us, blindingly, as the long
black hull went thumping past. The stink of diesel fumes
enveloped us seconds before we were picked up by the
massive bow wave and flung sideways into the suck and
break of such a massive bulk being driven through the water
at about fifteen knots.

For a moment all hell seemed to break loose. Toni Bartello
was flung against me so that I ended up half-bent over one of
the sheet winches with a sharp pain in the lower part of my
rib cage. Pamela was on her knees clinging to the guardrail
and down below the crash of crockery and other loose objects
flying about the saloon was almost as loud as the slatting of
sails and boom. And all the time the searchlight remained
fixed on us.

Then suddenly we were out of the wash, everything pre-
ternaturally quiet. Blackness closed over us as the search-
light went out. It took a little while for my eyes to become
accustomed to the darkness. Somebody said, ‘She had her
nav lights on.’ I could see the broad back of her now, the
stern light showing white and the Iraqi flag picked out by the
steaming light on her after-mast. Moonlight gradually
revealed the surface of the sea. Was this her final departure?
Had the Aurora B arrived in the darkness? We searched the
horizon, but no sign of another tanker, and shortly after
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Everything happened in a rush then. Saltley seized the
wheel, and as the boom came off the genoa, he did something
I would never have done — he put the yacht about, screaming
at me to tag on the genoa sheet. Mark and Toni were back in
the cockpit, the winch squealing as the big foresail was
sheeted home, the yacht heeling right over and gathering
speed as she powered to windward, riding on the tanker’s
bow wave, spray flying in solid sheets as the black hull
thundered past our stern, smothering us with the surge of her
passage. We were driving down the side of the tanker’s hull
then, back-winded and trying to claw our way clear, the tip
of our mast almost touching the black plates as we yawed.
And then we were into the wake, everything in sudden
appalling turmoil, the boat swamped with water. It swept
clean across us. Somebody slammed the hatch, trying to
close the doghouse doors as he was flung into the guardrails
with a cry of pain. I grabbed him, then lost him as I was
swept aft, my feet half over the stern before I could seize hold
of anything.

I was like that for a moment and then we were clear,
Saltley still gripping the wheel like a drowned limpet, the
rest of us distributed all over the cockpit area. ‘Did vou sce a
light>” Mark shouted in my ears. ‘Somebody flashing a light
— up by the stern. I swear it was.” His hair was plastered to
his skull, his face dripping water. ‘Looked like Morse. A lot
of flashes, then daa-daa ... That's M isn’t it>” Pamela’s
voice called up from below that there was a foot of water in
the saloon. ‘Or T. It could be a T repeated.’ I lost the rest,
listenine to something else.

Saltley heard it, too, the deep rumble of an engine borne
on the wind and dead ahead of us. ‘Ease sheets!” he screamed
and spun the wheel as the bows of the second tanker emerged
like a half-tide rock out of the darkness ahead. The vacht
turned away to starb’d, but too slowly, the wall of water
taking us on the port bow, slamming us over, then lifting us
and sweeping us from end to end. We took it green, a sea
breaking over my chest and flinging me against Saltley.
Somebody was gripping hold of my ankles as I was swept to
starb’d, and then the rumbling giant was sliding past our
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‘No flights tonight?’ Saltley asked.

‘None, sir. The next flight out is the one to Lisbon.” And he
went on to tell us that the captain of the Portuguese tug had
to meet a freighter coming in and required us to shift our
berth immediately.

We did this as soon as the Admiral had left, moving our
warps to the submarine, which now had a queue of Por-
tuguese sightseers entering by the for’ard hatch and coming
out at the stern, some of the bulkier ladies severely testing the
serious demeanour of the sailors detailed to assist them. As
soon as we were tied up, Saltley and I packed our bags and
we all went ashore to the Casino Park, the big circular
concrete and glass hotel built on the high ground overlook-
ing the old town and the harbour. Our first priority was hot
baths, and having booked two rooms and checked that there
was no way we could reach London any quicker, Saltley got
on the phone to Michael Stewart while Pamela bathed in his
room and the rest of us shared my bathroom and shower.

I came down to find the night outside the glassed-in
reception area very still and studded with stars. I ordered a
glass of sercial and stood at the window sipping the fortified
wine and looking up to the floodlit castle and all the myriad
lights twinkling on the slopes high above. Pamela joined me
and we took our drinks outside, strolling through the lawned
gardens to the stone parapet overlooking the harbour. The
water below us was oily calm, the lights of the ships along the
jetty reflected in the flat black surface.

We stood there for a time, talking quietly, both of us
strangely relaxed and at ease. But then, as we finished our
drinks and began to walk slowly back, Pamela suddenly
said, ‘I think I should warn vou, about Salt. He’s quite
ruthless, you know. He’ll use you. He’s good at his job, you
see.” She looked up at me, smiling a little hesitantly. ‘Some
day I’ll probably marry him, so I do know the sort of man he
is, how single-minded he can be. Right now he has only one
interest, and it’s not the same as yours. He’s not really
concerned with the damage those tankers could do, except
incidentally as a potential insurance claim. He just wants to
prove their true identity. That lets my father’s syndicates out
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would be issued for my arrest. Meanwhile . . . meanwhile it
seemed as though I was some sort of non-person, a dead soul
waiting where the souls of the dead wait upon the future.

And then suddenly the Special Branch man was at my
elbow. There was a car at the door and I was to leave for
Dover immediately. I though for a moment I was being
deported, but he said it was nothing to do with the police.
‘Department of Trade — the Minister himself I believe, and
you’re to be rushed there as quickly as possible.” He hustled
me out to a police car drawn up at the kerb with its blue light
flashing and two uniformed officers in front. ‘And don’t try
slipping across to the other side.” He smiled at me, a human
touch as he tossed my bags in after me. ‘You’ll be met at the
other end.” He slammed the door and the car swung quickly
out into the traffic, turning right against the lights into the
Waterloo Bridge approach.

It had all happened so quickly that I had had no time to
question him further. I had presumed he was coming with
me. Instead, I was alone in the back, looking at the short-
haired necks and caps of the men in front as we shot round
the Elephant & Castle and into the Old Kent Road. There
was a break in the traffic then and I asked why I was being
taken to Dover. But they didn’t know. Their instructions
were to get me to Langdon Battery as quickly as possible.
They didn’t know why, and when I asked what Langdon
Battery was, the man sitting beside the driver turned to me
and held up a slip of paper. ‘CNIS Operations Centre,
Langdon Battery. That’s all it says, sir. And a Dover patrol
car will meet us at the last roundabout before the docks.
Okay?’

The siren was switched on and we blazed our way through
the traffic by New Cross Station. In moments, it seemed, we
were crossing Blackheath, heading through the Bexley area
to the M2. The morning was grey and windtorn, distant
glimpses of Medway towns against the wide skies of the
Thames estuary and my spirits lifting, a mood almost of
elation. But all the men in front could tell me was that their
instructions had come from the office of the Under Secretary,
Marine Division, at the Department of Trade in High Hol-
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was visible. The Secretary of State came back from lunching
with the Governor of Dover Castle and those not working in
the Lookout were hustled out.

Another squall swept in and for a while rain obliterated
the Straits so that all we could see was the blurred outline of
the harbour. Saltley arrived in the middle of it. I was on the
upper deck then, looking down through the glass panels, and
I could see him standing by the state-of-readiness boards in
front of the big map, talking urgently to the Minister and
Basildon-Smith, his arms beginning to wave about. He was
there about ten minutes, then the three of them moved out of
sight into the Radar Room. Shortly afterwards he came
hurrying up to the gallery, gave me a quick nod of greeting
and asked the auxiliary to get him the Admiralty. ‘If the DoT
won’t do anything, maybe the Navy will.” He looked tired
and strained, the bulging eyes red-rimmed, his hair still wet
and ruffled by the wind. He wanted the tankers arrested or at
least stopped and searched to discover the identity of the
people running them and whether they had prisoners on
board.

The squall passed and suddenly there they were, plainly
visible to the naked eye, with the frigate in close attendance.
They were almost due south of us, about seven miles away,
their black hulls merged with the rain clouds over the French
coast, but the two superstructures showing like distant cliffs
in a stormy shaft of sunlight.

Saltley failed to get Admiral Fitzowen and after a long talk
with somebody else at the Admiralty, he put in a call to
Stewart. ‘I’ve a damned good mind to contact the Prime
Minister myself,” he said as he joined me by the window.
‘Two pirated ships sailing under false names with a naval
escort and we do nothing. It’s bloody silly.” I don’t know
whether it was anger or tiredness, but there was a slight
hesitancy in his speech that I had never noticed before. In all
the time I had been with him in the close confines of the
Prospero 1 had never seen him so upset. “There’s thirty or
forty millioninvolved in the hulls alone, more on the cargoes.
I told the Minister and all he says is that underwriting is a
risk business and nobody but a fool becomes a Member of
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course, it didn’t stop her progress through the water. With
her steering entrails hanging out of her stern she went
ploughing on, and in the sudden silence Hals screaming,
‘It’s fixed, I tell you. Nothing you can do about it. Seconds
now . .." There was a noise like ripping calico, the sound of a
great gasp of air — ‘Go-o-dV’

I heard it, but somehow I didn’t take it in, the moment of
Pieter Hals’s death. My gaze, my whole consciousness was
fixed on the Aurora B’s bows. They were turning now, turn-
ing back to her original course — but too slowly. Steadily,
relentlessly they were closing the gap that separated them
from the other tanker. There was no further order to fire,
nothing Tigris could do, the oil-filled bulk of the tanker
ploughing on and everybody holding their breath waiting for
the moment of impact.

It came, strangely, without any sound, a crumpling of the
bows, a curling up and ripping open of steel plates below the
Howdo Stranger’s superstructure, all in slow time. And it went
on and on, for the collision was at an oblique angle and the
Aurora B went slicing up the whole long side of the other
tanker, ripping her open from end to end, and the sound of
that disembowelment came to us as a low grinding and
crunching that went on and on, endlessly.

It stopped in the end, after what seemed a great while, the
two black-hulled leviathans finally coming to rest with
barely two or three cables of open water between them,
water that became dark and filthy, almost black, with the
crude oil bubbling out of them, the waves all flattened by the
weightofit. No fire. No smoke. Just the oil bubbling up from
under the sea like a volcano erupting.

The Nimrod made a slow pass over the scene, the pilot
reporting — ‘From where I’m sitting it looks as though both
tankers are aground on the Sandettié. One has her port side
completely shattered. She was going astern at the moment of
collision so she really got herself carved up. She still has her
engines at full astern. I can see the prop churning up the
seabed, a lot of brown mud and sand mixing with the oil
pouring out of her tanks. The other tanker - the rogue — she’s
got her bows stove in, of course, and it looks as though she’s
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