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        The wonder is always new that any sane man can be a sailor

        RALPH WALDO EMERSON

      

      

      

      Pregnant with violence, dark with menace, the squall slid over the northern horizon like the anger of a Nordic god.

      'That looks ugly,' Lauren nodded urgently toward the storm and nearly smiled at the expression on Kenny's face. 'I hope you don't get seasick!'

      'Where the hell did that come from?' Kenny clutched at the side of the boat, staring at the black clouds that piled one on another in a multi-layered promise of gales and rain. He saw lightning flicker within the darkness, reflecting from the intervening sea, and he narrowed thoughtful eyes. Around them the waves rose in a sullen swell, ominously smooth, nearly oily but each one larger than its predecessor. 'It wasn't there a moment ago!'

      Twenty two foot long and open save for the tiny wheelhouse in the bow, the fishing boat offered little protection against the weather. Already water was slopping inboard, splashing around their ankles in a cold foretaste of what was to come. In the past few minutes the movement increased from a slow, regular rise and fall to an irregular, plunging jerk.

      'It looks like a bad one,' Lauren only had to glance at the approaching storm one more time; 'I think we'd best return.'

      'You'll get no argument from me,' Kenny agreed quickly, 'and the sooner the better.' He began to pull in the fishing rods, staggering as a rogue wave broke on the stern.

      Grinning briefly, Lauren took the two steps forward to the tiny wheelhouse-cum-cabin. 'The North Sea can be like that; one minute all balmy fine, the next it's a force eight and chucking it down.'

      'I prefer the balmy bit,' Kenny clattered the long rods to the bottom of the boat. 'Look at that sky! It's going crazy!'

      The dark band had expanded across the entire horizon, completely obscuring the secure pencil of the Bell Rock Lighthouse and blotting out anything beyond. It advanced rapidly on them, bringing unseasonably stinging hail and a wind that screamed its hate around their ears. Lauren raised her voice above the increasing wail. 'You'd best come in here, Kenny.'

      He crouched in the meagre shelter of the wheelhouse as she pressed the self-starter. The engine coughed once, twice, gunned into life and then died with an apologetic grunt.

      'Try again,' Kenny ordered. He glanced over his shoulder, where the darkness was already spreading, advancing visibly toward them. Sleet battered from the fibreglass body of the boat, bounced in the interior and rattled from the roof of the wheelhouse. 'Hurry up, Lauren; it's a monsoon out there!'

      'It's something, anyway.' Lauren pressed the starter again, swearing frantically when the engine failed to respond. 'What the hell's wrong with this thing?'

      'You're the expert,' Kenny reminded, 'you tell me!' He looked backward again, flinching as the storm clouds visibly increased in size so they rose endlessly upward, black and grey, tinged with an angry red that he had seldom seen before and with those flashes of lightning illuminating an interior that seemed more ominous with each passing minute.

      Pushing past him, Lauren opened the access hatch and peered at the engine. 'I can't see anything wrong!' She shouted above the rising scream of the wind. 'Everything's connected and there's nothing broken.'

      Peering helplessly over her shoulder, Kenny shrugged. 'It all looks OK to me. Try again!'

      She did so, growing more frustrated with every failed attempt. 'It's no use,' she decided, 'it's buggered.' She looked at Kenny for a moment, flicking damp auburn hair from her eyes. 'We can either sit it out or call for help. They might send the Broughty Ferry lifeboat out for us.'

      'Do that then,' there was genuine fear in Kenny's voice. He looked around, where the waves were now rising higher than the top of the wheelhouse, spattering spindrift and hissing as they passed. The darkness was advancing at speed, rolling over the sea, blotting out the light, pressing down upon them as if intent to thrust them into the depths of the waves. He heard thunder growling, and then it cracked like Neptune's wrath, calling the horrors of Hades onto the helpless boat. 'Jesus! What's happening here?'

      'God knows; I've never seen anything like this before!' Lauren stared at the onrushing storm, wet hair clinging to her head, mouth slightly open and her eyes narrowed against the stinging sleet and spindrift. She knew that at any other time Kenny would have been distracted by the manner in which the sodden tee-shirt clung to her curves, but now the clouds mesmerised him.

      'Call them, Lauren, for Christ's sake!'

      'I've been sailing since I was eight,' Lauren spoke rapidly, glancing from the storm front to Kenny and back, 'and I've never called for help before. I checked that engine before we left!'

      'Just call,' Kenny pleaded. 'Look at the weather and call for help!'

      In the few moments since Lauren had been working on the engine, the dark clouds had closed, racing upon them with inexorable speed. The sleet and hail increased, hammering from the hull, clattering from the wheelhouse and battering into the clutching waves as if a malevolent sea god was hurling handfuls of hate.

      'For God's sake,' Lauren blasphemed as she lifted the handset, 'I've never seen it get so bad so quickly!' Depressing the buttons, she looked at Kenny over her shoulder. 'Nothing's happening!' She tried again, fighting to keep the panic from her voice. 'Nothing; it's dead,' she shook her head, mouth open. 'There's nothing at all, Kenny, not even static.'

      'There must be something …'

      'There's nothing, I told you!' Anxiety shortened Lauren's temper so she snarled at him. 'It's dead.' Taking a deep breath, 'we'll have to try a flare.'

      'You've got flares?'

      There were four in the plastic screw top tub, two red handheld flares and two orange handheld smoke flares.

      'They're for inshore use,' Lauren explained, so it's best to use them when we can see something definite, a ship or even the land.'

      Kenny examined one. 'How do they work?'

      'You wear that glove there' Lauren indicated a thick gardening glove, 'twist the top and hold it up; you have to be careful for falling bits; they'll burn your hand. The light can be seen for three miles.'

      'Go on, then!' He urged her.

      She fumbled the flare, nearly dropping it, but moved to the exposed stern, twisted off the cap and held it high. The light was shockingly intense, lasting for a little over half a minute, and when it died away they felt lonelier and more vulnerable than ever.

      They looked at each other as Lauren hugged the remaining flares to her like a mother with a new born baby. 'Please God somebody saw it!'

      'There are still three left,' Kenny pointed out.

      'We'll save them in case we see another vessel.' There was no colour in her face. 'Let's get back into the wheelhouse.'

      'Jesus,' Kenny stared toward the land, now invisible behind a screen of cloud and sleet. Their tiny boat was alone in a sea that heaved and boiled, shuddering under the onslaught of what was already a blizzard and promised to become much worse. 'What happens now?'

      Lauren took a deep breath. 'Now we pray, Kenny' she said quietly. 'Now we pray like we've never prayed before.' Ducking out of the wheelhouse she looked around, shook her head and returned with water sluicing from her face and her hair lying in lank tendrils that dripped down her slim shoulders. 'Although I doubt even that will help.'

      'I didn't know you were religious …' but when Kenny saw the expression of naked fear on her face he knew she had passed the point of disbelief. 'Oh Jesus: is it that bad?'

      She said nothing, slumping onto the single seat in front of the wheel and staring at him, so he huddled at her side. Her hand slid around his shoulder, holding tight and he slipped his fingers inside hers.

      'This was meant to be a fun trip,' Lauren's voice was surprisingly calm, 'just you and me alone for a while.' She was quiet for a long minute as the wind increased in volume and the darkness closed on them. 'I'm sorry, Kenny.'

      'It's hardly your fault.' Suddenly it did not matter. They were about to die out there on the sea, and all his fears and worries were irrelevant. Nothing was important save the wind and the sea and the small hand that gripped his fingers so securely. 'How long have we known each other?'

      'All our lives.' Lauren's voice was small, sounding as if it came from a long distance. 'Hold me tight.'

      The fishing boat was out of control, rising and swooping at the whim of waves that seemed to have no pattern, so one second they were staring over a maelstrom of screaming waves, with white froth stretching to the black clouds, the next they were deep in the chasm of the swell, facing a wall of shining green water marbled with creamy white.

      'Look.' Lauren pointed as they rose again, so the wind crashed into them, whipping the words from her mouth. 'Oh dear God, would you just look at that!'

      The cloud had reached them. Dark and unbelievably solid, it formed a barrier that stretched as far upward as they could see and stretched right around so they appeared to be in the vortex of a cyclone.

      'What the hell is happening here? This is Scotland, not Star Trek!' Kenny felt Lauren's hand crushing his fingers as she stared around her. 'I've never seen anything like this before.'

      'Nor have I.' the clouds were moving anti-clockwise in a slow, dizzying swirl that was almost hypnotic and would have been beautiful save for the utter menace they carried. 'Try the radio again.'

      Lauren did so, pressing buttons and turning dials in increasing panic. 'It's not working Kenny; nothing's working! What do we do now? What the hell do we do now?'

      She felt him looking at her as if he had never seen her before in his life. Five foot five and shapely, she had always been a livewire, full of energy he could only admire and zest he tried to emulate. Now she was wet, cold and frightened, with her hair plastered like a mesh across her face, her voice rising and her breathing short and shallow.

      'We think,' he told her.

      Lauren nodded, surprised how calm he sounded when she only wanted to scream and hide in the bottom of the boat. 'You're right. But first we should put on something warmer. Did you bring foul weather gear like I said?'

      Two zipped up bags in the locker contained bright orange weatherproof clothing that they slipped on over their sodden jeans and tee-shirts. 'Our body heat will soon warm us up in these,' Lauren was calmer now, using her nautical experience.

      'It suits you,' Kenny tried to grin, but even the sight of her wallowing in orange could not diminish his fear.

      'And you.' He was taller than her but surprisingly vulnerable out here, where she had more knowledge and skill. 'Kenny,' reaching forward, she touched his arm, pointing urgently into the middle of the clouds, 'would you look at that?'

      'What?' Kenny turned round and stared. 'What in God's name is it?'

      Looming through the darkness of the storm, it towered high above the tiny fishing boat. Eighty, ninety, a hundred feet high and three times as long, it gleamed white and blue, with a dark green band where it met the leaping waves.

      'It's like an iceberg,' Lauren felt her heart hammering inside her chest. 'But you don't get icebergs in the North Sea.'

      'You do now,' Kenny said quietly. 'And it's coming straight for us.' He looked at her, twisting his mouth into the semblance of a smile. 'Maybe we should start to pray even harder.'

      'Maybe we should.' With neither engine nor radio, Lauren could only watch as the iceberg emerged from the gloom of the clouds. She shook her head, hoping she was mistaken and it was only a trick of the light, but she knew that she was not. It closed inexorably, a mountain of ice, blue tinged and with the sea splintering along the green banded base, sending spindrift high above, to hover uncertainly before descending, joining the sleet that continued to cascade upon them.

      'It's going to hit us,' Lauren heard the false calm of hysteria in her voice. She tried to smile to Kenny, 'on your first ever fishing trip too.'

      Kenny pressed against the far side of the small boat as if the few feet of distance would save him. 'Maybe we can swim ashore? Or paddle? Do you have any oars?'

      She shook her head, surprised that she could appear so controlled when she wanted to scream in terror. The sea was leaping, with white frothed waves lunging at the boat as if determined to capsize them and drag them under. 'We wouldn't last a minute in that, and I've never had any need for oars before.'

      They could only watch as the iceberg approached, and instinct drove them together so they held hands as the monster towered above them, high as a four storey building, dangerous but strangely beautiful as the seawater poured from it like a succession of waterfalls and the darkness within became visible.

      Darkness within? What darkness was within an iceberg? Lauren shook her head. This was insane!

      'What the hell's that?' Kenny saw it too and pointed a quivering finger. 'There's something inside the ice.'

      'Does it matter?' But despite her words, Lauren looked again. She had not been mistaken; there was something large and dark encased by the ice, and even as she watched it became more visible. 'Jesus, Kenny, it's melting. The ice is melting!'

      She now saw that what she had taken to be rivulets of seawater was in reality melting ice pouring down the surface of the berg. After months or even years drifting from the Arctic pack, the iceberg was beginning to disintegrate, with great chunks cracking and falling and whole sections breaking off.

      'Watch out!' Lauren pulled Kenny aside as a massive chunk split apart and toppled into the sea, throwing water high into the air and sending a massive wave toward them. 'Hold on! For God's sake, Kenny, hold on!'

      Her superficial calm deserted her as the wave reached, hitting them broadside on and capsizing the light boat as if it were made of paper. Lauren heard herself scream, flailing her arms as she was tossed into water that was nearly as cold as the iceberg nearby; she had a glimpse of Kenny's face, mouth open in terror, and then she was under the surface, kicking, struggling and with the roaring of death in her ears.
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        Home is the sailor, home from the sea

        ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON

      

      

      

      Jesus it's cold! I'm going to die; I'm going to die right now.

      'Don't panic!' Lauren strove to remember all the swimming lessons she had learned as a child, but reality in the North Sea was far different from anything imposed upon her within the safe confines of a swimming pool. She tried to scream, swallowing water by the mouthful until she heard somebody singing within her head. The sound was so sweet, so melodious that she stopped struggling to listen; the worst of her terror dissipated and she kicked feebly with her legs.

      
        
        
        When the lights are soft and low

        And the quiet shadows falling

      

      

      

      Surfacing in an explosion of water, she shook the clinging wet hair from her face and looked around, seeing only the troubled surface of the sea, a nightmare of broken waves and blowing spindrift. She gasped, gagged and spewed out seawater.

      'Kenny!'

      'Here! I'm here!'

      He was a few yards from her, his head bobbing in the water and one arm waving weakly. She kicked toward him, cursing the clumsy orange suit for slowing her down.

      'Lauren! Look at the berg!'

      In the few seconds since they were capsized, the iceberg had shrunk further, exposing the dark shape within.

      'It's a ship,' Kenny's voice was husky with fear, but live with amazement. 'There's an old fashioned sailing ship inside the ice!'

      Treading water desperately, Lauren nodded, 'so I see.'

      With every second, great sheets of ice melted away, exposing more of the vessel within the berg. As Lauren looked, two masts were exposed, stretching toward the troubled sky. Years, perhaps centuries of enclosure in the ice had stripped the spars of everything save the bare poles, so there were no yards, no rigging or anything else to provide propulsion power. It was as if hardship had reduced the vessel to a skeleton, with all surplus flesh or fittings peeled off, leaving only basic essentials. There was a single, pencil thin smokestack between the masts, and a bowsprit thrusting delicately forward from the black, worn hull, as if the vessel was pointing a hopeless finger outward to the sea. A single small boat sat upside down on the deck.

      'What in God's name …' Kenny shook his head. 'How did that get there?'

      'Who cares?' Lauren began to swim forward. 'Let's get on board!'

      He glanced at her, obviously not understanding until she jabbed vigorously toward the ship. 'Come on Kenny! It's either that or we'll drown out here!'

      'But it'll sink! There's no way it'll float!'

      'We have no choice!' Grabbing at his arm, she pushed him in the direction of what remained of the iceberg, from which the two- masted vessel was rapidly emerging, like a butterfly from a glistening chrysalis.

      They swam frantically, churning the already disturbed water, dodging the floating pieces of ice and trusting to fate or a benevolent God to help them avoid those that cascaded toward them. By the time they reached the vessel it was nearly free of ice, bucking to the rhythm of the storm but still floating, still offering a vestige of hope.

      Jesus, help us here; help us survive this day!

      'It's a miracle,' Lauren looked up at the black painted planking of her hull. Swimming with a powerful over arm stroke, she reached the stern, where the last remnants of ice offered a slippery foothold and access to the vessel.

      'It's sinister,' Kenny dragged himself onto the ice behind her, lying gasping for air as waves smashed in white and green fury within a hand span of his face. He coughed up seawater, drawing his knees up to his chest as he began to retch uncontrollably.

      Lauren was in no better shape, as her limbs began to tremble with delayed reaction. She vomited, bringing up a gush of burning fluid that racked her chest and seemed to tear her insides out.

      'For God's sake!'

      'We can't stay here,' Kenny drew his sodden sleeve over his face. 'At the rate the ice is melting, we'll be back in the water inside a minute.' He nodded to the ship. 'We'll have to go on board and just hope it's not rotted to hell.'

      'I don't know about rotted,' Lauren tried to stand on the ice, slithered and balanced precariously, her hands wavering as she held them out to the side, 'but she's certainly been on fire; look at the taffrail.' The paint on the vessel's stern was blistered, with the wood charred in places so the name was virtually undecipherable. Lauren slowly traced the letters. 'Lady Balgay; Dundee. I've never heard of her.'

      'Nor have I,' Kenny pulled himself over the taffrail and gingerly tested the deck planking. 'It seems sound enough,' he said. 'I thought I might fall right through.' He put out a hand to help Lauren on board.

      'Maybe the ice has helped preserve her,' Lauren joined him, looking around her with unconcealed interest. 'This is unbelievable; it's like a ghost ship, a Scottish Marie Celeste.'

      'A what?' Kenny looked confused.

      'Marie Celeste; she was found floating abandoned in mid Atlantic centuries ago and nobody knows what happened to her crew.'

      'Oh aye. I remember now.' Kenny moved forward, placing every foot down with great care. 'But now we're here, what do we do?'

      'We just stay put,' Lauren felt a sudden surge of confidence; she had escaped drowning, so nothing mattered as much. 'When this thing shows up on the radar, the coastguard will try to contact her, and within a week while there'll be somebody out here to ask questions.'

      'As long as she stays afloat that long.'

      Of course she will. Lauren did not voice the words that rose unbidden to her mind. 'We'll be fine now we're here. The squall's passing anyway.'

      The wind had died to nearly nothing, and in place of the screaming gale and murderous seas, a thick mist had settled around Lady Balgay, clinging to the hull and dragging from the skeletal masts in tendrils of ominous grey.

      'I don't like this,' Kenny glanced forward, where the mist coiled around the fittings, creating a hundred spectral shapes that moved and writhed and shifted uneasily along the deck. 'It's uncanny.'

      'It's all right,' Lauren smiled to him. 'I don't know why, but I know we're safe here. I think we should explore.'

      'I don't agree.' Kenny slumped against the solid wood of the mizzen mast, glancing at the binnacle. The glass was smashed and the compass needle pointed permanently south east. 'I think we should stay right here.'

      Lauren shrugged; 'you do that, then. I'm going to have a look round.'

      The desire was overwhelming, compelling her to investigate, forcing her to examine this vessel that had emerged from an iceberg in the middle of a North Sea squall.

      I have to see more: it's safe; she's looking after me.

      Who is looking after me?

      Kenny sighed. 'I'll come too, then. It might be warmer than sitting here freezing my arse off.'

      'And that would be a waste,' Lauren deliberately angled her eyes towards his bottom, 'it's such a nice arse, too.'

      'What? Have you been taking something?'

      She laughed at his embarrassment. 'Don't pretend you're shy; we know each other well enough now!'

      'I think you should go first,' keeping a safe distance, Kenny followed as she explored the vessel.

      Save for the charring at the stern, the deck of Lady Balgay was sound, although slippery after years trapped in ice. Lauren led them forward, pointing to a jagged scar under the bowsprit. 'That's interesting.' Where other visible sections of the vessel were painted black or held traces of yellow varnish, the bow was bare and raw with splintered wood weathered by years of exposure.

      'These look like axe marks,' Kenny touched the bare wood. 'But why would somebody take an axe to the bow of an old sailing ship like this?'

      'And then burn the stern?' Lauren grinned to him. 'It seems that we have boarded a real mystery ship.' She leaned closer, still shivering with the cold, but intrigued by Lady Balgay and driven by that suddenly renewed zest for life.

      Perhaps it's a reaction to having survived. I don't care; I know I must see what's in this vessel.

      'Who is this ship anyway, and how did she get stuck inside an iceberg? And even more importantly, how did she appear just a few miles off Scotland?' Questions raced through her mind, following one another so closely that they tripped over themselves in their rush to be answered.

      'God knows.' Kenny tried to control his shivering. 'Won't there be some records on board? A log book or something?'

      'Let's look,' Lauren decided for them both. 'After all, if she's survived this long, I doubt she'll sink now. And all we have to do is sit tight and wait to be rescued.'

      'Let's hope it's not long,' Kenny said. 'I'm freezing.' He forced a smile and began to whistle a sad little tune.

      'Where did you hear that?'

      'Hear what?' Kenny stared at her.

      'That tune?' It was the same tune that she had heard in the water. Frowning, she jabbed a sharp elbow into his ribs. 'Anyway, stop it. It'll bring bad luck.'

      'What?' He stared at her, 'what will bring bad luck?'

      'Whistling on a ship,' she smiled, slightly embarrassed. 'Or so I've heard, but I've no idea where that came from!'

      Kenny looked away. 'I think we should stay on deck,' he told her. 'We don't know how safe this ship is. If it crumbles, we'll be back in the water again.'

      Lauren looked over the side. The sea around Lady Balgay was artificially calm, as though some guardian angel had put down a blessing to protect them, or perhaps the storm was just gathering its strength for another and final assault. The cloud continued to circle, anti-clockwise and ominously dark.

      'This ship saved our lives,' Lauren reminded.

      'And it might take them back.' Kenny shuddered. 'It's not natural, Lauren. The iceberg should not have been here, and neither should this ship.'

      He's right; I should be scared but I'm not.

      'So let's make the most of it. Let's find the captain's cabin.'

      That's where he will be. That's where who will be? She shook her head; what was she thinking about?

      'Jesus!' Kenny stopped so suddenly that she started.

      'Kenny? Don't do that to me? What's wrong?'

      'Can't you see him? Can't you see somebody standing there?' Kenny stared; pointing to the mainmast, but quickly shook his head. 'No; it's just a shadow. For a second I could have sworn there was a man there.'

      'Now you're being stupid. What did he look like?'

      'Tall, but I could not see his face.' Kenny shrugged, dismissing the incident. 'It's just my imagination. There's no real mystery here, of course. We saw the scorch marks. This ship caught fire and the crew abandoned her.'

      'Maybe you're right,' Lauren thought it best not to mention the ship's boat that lay intact and hull up on deck.

      Lady Balgay was flush decked save for a small deckhouse, and while the forward hatch was covered and battened closed, the aft hatch cover opened far too easily to a short companionway leading down to the interior. Lauren looked into the depths for a moment, adjusting her eyes to the faint light that filtered from the hatch opening. The gloom should have been forbidding but she descended the oak treads with no hesitation and pulled open a door, so small that they both had to duck to enter.

      'That door opened very smoothly,' Kenny pointed out wonderingly, 'There's not even a trace of rust,'

      'Maybe the ice preserved it,'

      'Maybe it did.'

      The door led to a small passageway, cowering under low deck beams above, and with three doors, dimly seen. The first door also opened to Lauren's touch, and they peered inside. The cabin was tiny, barely more than a cupboard, but it held a single, mould riddled bunk and a sagging bookshelf complete with a row of books ruined with damp. Dim light struggled through a bolted porthole.

      'Imagine a man staying in a place like this for months on end,' Kenny stepped further inside, wrinkling his nose at the stench of damp. 'Look at that, though,' raising his hand, he touched a splintered hole in the varnished wood above the door. 'I would say that was a bullet hole.'

      'A bullet hole? Lauren was unimpressed as she looked closer. The hole was not large. 'Perhaps there was a mutiny.'

      'God knows. Is this the captain's cabin?'

      Lauren shrugged her shoulders, but somehow she knew the answer. 'No; it's not.' Leading them outside, she ignored the hatch that led to the dark bowels of the vessel and pushed open the second door. 'This looks more promising.'

      She stepped forward, uncertain what she would find but sure that she was safe. She stopped dead. 'Oh my God!'

      Sitting on the edge of the bed, the man was leaning forward, one hand pointing at the door, and the other resting on top of a flat, japanned tin case. Wide spaced above gaunt cheekbones on which sprouted a dark beard, his eyes stared sightlessly ahead, while the skin was taut on a fleshless face that had been dead for many decades.

      'Sweet Jesus in heaven,' Kenny said softly. 'Who the hell is that?'

      'It might be the captain,' Lauren stood for a minute, gazing at the corpse. That song she had heard in the sea returned, soothing sweetly around her head, strangely calming even as it augmented the atmosphere of infinite sadness in this small cabin.

      It's not the captain. It's Him.

      Her eyes roamed around the cabin, noting the single desk and the varnish peeling from the woodwork; instinctively she straightened the pile of papers. There was a bookshelf laden with sodden nautical volumes, a chart fixed to a small table and a bunk, neatly made except for the black mould that covered what had once been the covers. The smell of damp and decay was overpowering.

      'Welcome home, Captain.' Kenny said quietly. He touched the revolver that sat on the bed, half hidden beneath a fur of red rust. 'Here's the gun. Maybe he went mad and shot the rest of the crew.'

      'We'll never know by speculating,' Lauren felt a sense of infinite loss. 'Let's find the ship's papers. The log book might tell us.' She indicated the japanned case held by the dead man, 'and I think it will be in there.'

      Kenny recoiled. 'You can't touch that.'

      'Yes I can.' It was the first time in her life that Lauren had been in close contact with a corpse, but she felt no repugnance at all as she gently prised free the skeletal fingers. They parted easily, as if the dead man was glad to be free of the burden he had carried for so long, and she eased the case away.

      'I must look in here.'

      'Maybe it's full of gold.' Memories of childhood stories of treasure ships removed some of Kenny's distaste.

      'Maybe it is,' Lauren encouraged his fantasy as she turned the key that protruded from the lock. It moved easily, as if it were only a few days since it had been last used, rather than scores of years. Moving back to gain more space, she opened the lid. 'No pieces of eight or doubloons,' she said quietly, 'but something far more interesting.'

      Pulling out a thin pile of documents and a bound notebook, she placed them on the desk. 'These must be the captain's personal papers. There are a small sheaf of letters he must have written but been unable to post, and what looks like his journal.' She looked in the box again. 'There's no logbook though, which is disappointing.' She stared at the dead man, wondering what personal tragedy he had experienced, and how it had felt as he sat at his desk, the only man left in Lady Balgay, and what it had been like to die alone in an abandoned ship.

      Welcome home; welcome home at last.

      That music was back, syrupy smooth and insistent; the words indistinct but seeping into her mind. 'I think we should read the journal.'

      'The captain may object,' Kenny did not go near the dead man.

      'I don't think that's the captain.'

      Why did I say that? There was no reason except a gut feeling that was so strong, enhanced with a feeling of quiet desperation she knew came from the man in the chair, that she had no doubt she was correct.

      'Let's get away from here,' Kenny had retreated to the doorway. 'Get back on deck until the lifeboat comes.'

      'I must read this; he wants me to.' The statement came from nowhere, but Lauren would not be denied. Although she was still dripping wet she felt no discomfort as she scraped the captain's chair back from the desk and lowered herself carefully into it.

      'He wants you to?' Kenny stared at her. 'Listen to yourself, Lauren.'

      'You go on deck if you like. I'm fine here.'

      'With that? With him?' Kenny gestured to the dead man, who continued to point to the open door as if indicating something.

      Lauren glanced over her shoulder. 'He's harmless.'

      He wants me here.

      Brushing fragments of white shell from the surface of the desk, she put down the journal. The leather cover was brown and shiny, as if it had just come from the shelf of a quality stationery shop. She opened it, wondering what was inside.
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        En ma fin git mon commencement

      
        In my end is my beginning

        MARY, QUEEN OF SCOTS

      

      

      

      My name is Iain Cosgrove, the journal began, and I shall transcribe in these pages a faithful and true account of everything that happened in our voyage from Dundee to the Greenland Sea. At present the sealing ketch Lady Balgay is fast to an iceberg, drifting but safe somewhere off the East Coast of Greenland and I am alone in the captain's cabin. I would wish it otherwise.

      As I write this, I shall endeavour to leave nothing out and add nothing. In other words, this account will be the plain, unvarnished truth as I see it. Please remember always that I am the surgeon of this damned vessel, and have only a vague understanding of anything nautical, so if I do not write the correct terms for the various manoeuvres that we have undertaken, please forgive me.

      As this journal describes my personal feelings and impressions as well as the fearful events that led to my present position, I had better begin the day before I set out to sea, the last day I was truly happy.

      I do not know if this journal will ever be found, or if my fate will be forever a mystery, but I hope and pray that someday a passing ship will see the topmasts of Lady Balgay and rescue me from my plight. If that vessel comes too late, and I have already joined my comrades in the blessed peace of death, then I would be obliged if you, the reader, could forward this account onto my beloved sweetheart and wife, Jennifer Cosgrove, care of Balgay House, West Ferry, Dundee.

      Until that day, or until the day of my release from this unremitting hell, I can give you only my love, Jennifer, and write this journal. I will begin with what transpired that beautiful afternoon of the 14th February 1914, while I was still on land and at your side.

      'Iain!' I heard Jennifer's voice rise in a mixture of scandal and pleasure. 'We can't act like that here. Think of the proprieties!'

      'Hang the proprieties, think of us, Mrs Cosgrove.' I kissed her again, laughing when she did not turn away. Her lips were soft and welcoming.

      'Say that again,' Jennifer eased free, smiling.

      'Say what again?' I enjoyed the pleasure that crossed her face.

      'You know what,' Jennifer's eyes crinkled to slits of brilliant blue. 'That name.'

      'Oh, that name.' I nodded. 'The Mrs Cosgrove name.'

      'Yes, say it again.'

      Stepping back to hold her at arm's length, I altered my tone and felt all the teasing disappear. 'I love you, Mrs Cosgrove.'

      Jennifer smiled to me, her eyes brilliant, but there was just a twist of unease in the corner of her mouth. 'Now you can kiss me,' she said, 'but then we must return to the house. People will talk.'

      'People will always talk about us,' I told her solemnly, 'for we are such interesting and important people.' I kissed her again, pressing luxuriously on to the softness of her lips, and held her close. I could feel the twin pressure of her breasts against my chest and thrilled to think that this was my wife, now and forever. Jennifer was mine; I gloried in the idea until a voice floated from the open French Windows a few yards behind us.

      'There they are! Out in the garden! Come on in and dance, you two lovebirds. There will be time enough for that sort of thing later.'

      'Will there?' Jennifer asked, and I adopted a sudden frown.

      'Perhaps. If you behave yourself.'

      'Well, Mr Cosgrove, I certainly don't intend to do that any longer!' Her throaty laugh tormented me with the promise of future passion until she took hold of my sleeve and I allowed her to lead me back inside the house.

      Balgay House never failed to impress me. Built to the design of Jennifer's father, it had stood in Dundee's exclusive West Ferry suburb for over twenty years as a splendid example of a Jute Baron's mansion. I had been brought up in much more modest surroundings and tried to hide my amazement at the grandeur of this palace, with its huge rooms and ornate plasterwork, its acres of garden and small army of staff to attend residents and guests. As I was now married to the daughter of the house, I knew I should be treated as a member of the family, but I could sense that the servants still resented my presence; they thought me an upstart mixing with my betters.

      Well, by God, I was here now and intended to make the most of it, whatever the hired help thought. If I was good enough for Jennifer, then I expected them to bow and scrape to me just as much. I shook my head; that was a complete lie; I felt nothing of the sort. My family home had run to one maid who had been as much part of the household as I was, and had considered it her right to scold me when I was a child. I would never get used to the sheer authority of the merchant class, and mostly I did not really want to.

      'Come on, slowcoach!' Jennifer pulled me into what she referred to as the great hall, which had been cleared ready for the post-marriage celebrations. A dozen musicians sat in a semi-circle, working furiously on violin and piano, bass and cymbals. The music floated like audible nectar, sweetening the air and lightening the feet as Jennifer dragged me across the floor of especially imported Burmese teak. Surrounding us with aesthetic treasure, oil paintings adorned each wall, all personally selected by Sir Melville.

      Moving smoothly across the floor, dinner-jacketed men waltzed with elegant ladies whose long dresses and sparkling jewellery revealed that here was the pride of Dundee society. Ship owners and merchant barons, linen manufacturers and landowners, this magnificent room contained the men who dominated the world jute trade, whose ships crossed the seas from Murmansk to Calcutta, and who enjoyed all the ease and society that hard earned wealth had brought them.

      'Iain, my boy!' Sir Melville Manson eased through the dancing crowd, his long cigar held in a languid hand but his eyes shrewd, as befitted one of the richest men in Scotland. 'Welcome to the family.'

      'Thank you, sir,' I accepted the outstretched hand and bowed out of habit. 'It is good to belong.'

      'But you're not here for long, though. You set sail on the first tide tomorrow, I believe?' The blue eyes narrowed in a frightening reflection of his daughter. 'For the North?'

      'Yes, sir.' In all the excitement of the wedding I had nearly forgotten the trials that waited. 'We must sail tomorrow, or we will be too late for the sealing.'

      'I understand,' Sir Melville nodded. 'Duty must come first; even before your marriage. Life can be hard sometimes.'

      'It is something that has to be done, sir. If I am to become the best doctor in Dundee, I must learn my trade, and where better than on a sealing ship? And in particular the sealing ship whose owner is my father in law.'

      'Yes, but Iain,' Jennifer's voice was disapproving, 'to sail so far, so soon after the wedding and in such a small boat!'

      I forced a laugh, as much for my sake as hers. 'Lady Balgay is not such a small boat, Jennifer. She is a ketch, and Captain Milne is an experienced mariner; he will take care of me, don't you fret.'

      You should not be going,'Jennifer objected. 'After all, it is not as if we need the money. Father will willingly provide for us.'

      'Of that I have no doubt,' I agreed, 'but I must make my own way, you see. I do not wish to constantly hold out my hand for your father's charity.'

      'It's hardly charity,' Jennifer began, but Sir Melville silenced her with a wave of his cheroot.

      'I understand exactly what Iain means, Jennifer. In this world, a man is not really a man unless he can make his own way.'

      I bowed my acknowledgement of Sir Melville's support. I was more than aware that the Manson family did not think me quite a good enough catch for their daughter, and there must have been fierce arguments before I was accepted into their midst. Knowing that I was of far inferior social standing to my wife made me even more determined to pay my own way without asking for financial help, and a voyage in a sealing vessel would provide valuable experience that any medical practise might welcome.

      'It's still a long time away from me,' Jennifer's slight pout revealed her lack of years. She was still a few weeks short of her twentieth birthday and all the lovelier for that.

      'I'm lucky to have the chance,' I told her frankly, 'considering that I have only just qualified and my sole previous voyage was on a mere yacht.'

      I had fully partaken of all the joys of Edinburgh while at the university and already I missed the high jinks of student life, but Dundee was my home. It was good to be back to the forests of chimneys and the whispering, ever changing Tay. There had been Cosgroves in this city for at least three centuries, and I had every hope of continuing the line: with the co-operation of my wife, of course. She caught my sideways glance and I knew by her sudden flush that she understood exactly what I was thinking.

      'Anyway,' Sir Melville added, 'there may not be many more opportunities to sail to the Arctic. The whaling business up there is long gone, and the sealing is virtually moribund. Lady Balgay is the last of her line.' He smiled sadly. 'We had to purchase her especially and change her name to something more suitable.' He leaned closer. 'We named her after Jennifer of course, the Lady of Balgay House.'

      'Yes, sir.' Somehow it was easier knowing that I would be sailing in a ship named after my new wife. That way we could never be far apart, even if distance separated us.

      'Just imagine though, Iain,' Sir Melville shook his head. 'In my youth there were fifteen, sixteen, even seventeen whaling ships, huge vessels, sailing from Dundee to chase the whales, and now there is just one small ketch hunting seals. You are part of history, sailing in the last Greenlandman.' Sir Melville smiled and for a moment his eyes darkened, as if he were reliving his own past life.

      'Yes, sir,' I tried to sound dutiful but I thought then that history should be left in the past, along with all the diseases and plagues for which we had long since found a cure. Life was about progress, not reminiscing about the good old days of cholera and foul sanitation. I was so young and naive then: I had not learned how history can turn full circle to bite horrifyingly at the present. If I had known, God, if I had known, I would never have put a foot on that terrible ship.

      'But you have only the one chance, Iain,' Sir Melville was still talking, 'for I have no intention of having my daughter live a solitary life. Yes, it is a man's duty to provide for his wife, but I have little time for absent husbands who spend all their life away, leaving their wives to fend for themselves at home.' His wink appeared ponderous, but there was no mistaking the sincere message behind the apparent jollity. 'One voyage to prove yourself and gain experience, and then it is a practice in town for you, my boy, dealing with old lady's fainting fits, old men's hernias and the consequences of young men's romantic misadventures.'

      'Father!' Jennifer looked as scandalised as only a young newlywed bride could.

      I thought it best to hide my smile. 'Indeed, sir. People will be far more likely to accept me as their doctor if they knew I had practical experience.'

      'I am quite aware of that.' For a moment Sir Melville looked testy, but his paternal smile chased away the mood. 'Captain Milne is a good man, Iain. Like Lady Balgay he is the last of a long line of Dundee whalers. A splendid mariner, as long as you keep him away from the bottle.' He laughed. 'But that won't be a problem. I've ensured that Lady Balgay is a dry ship. There is no alcohol among her stores.'

      'I am pleased to hear it, sir.' Growing up in Dundee, I had heard the tales of drunken Greenlandmen causing havoc among the bars of Dock Street, or under arrest in Shetland before they even entered the chilled waters of the Arctic. Their behaviour was notorious even among British seamen, a breed not renowned for sobriety and the singing of Sunday school psalms.

      'So that's one less worry, eh?' Sir Melville had a long pull at his cigar. 'Now, Jennifer, I intend to rob you of your husband for five short minutes.'

      'Oh father, must you?' Jennifer widened her eyes and tilted her face, but Sir Melville remained unmoved.

      'Come, my boy. Five minutes.'

      Shrugging my shoulders to Jennifer, I followed Sir Melville through the house to the gunroom, where, amidst racks of Purdey shotguns, boxes of cartridges and a selection of mounted antlers and other hunting trophies, a roll top desk gleamed beneath an electric globe. The room smelled of leather, tobacco and wet dog; I doubted if any woman had ever placed a dainty foot past the dark panelled door.

      'This is between men,' Sir Melville said quietly, 'so not a word to Jennifer. Understand?'

      'Of course, sir,' I agreed, instantly intrigued.

      'Good.' Unlocking the drawer of his desk, Sir Melville produced a revolver, which he weighed in his hand for a quiet moment before breaking it open and handing it to me. 'Take this with you, in case of unforeseen eventualities. One never knows what might happen at sea.'

      To say I was surprised would be to put it mildly. I took the thing and weighed it carefully; here was death packaged in functional steel. I had held a revolver before, of course, at the Officer's Training Corps at Dundee High School but I had never expected to carry one as a man. It felt cold but quite familiar and the butt fitted nicely inside my hand.

      'It's a Webley Fosberry,' Sir Melville was something of an expert in firearms, having hunted all his life.

      'Yes, sir.' I held the pistol before me, arm straight as I had been taught, and sighted on a pair of wildebeest antlers that hung on the far wall. It felt heavy and I could not imagine cold-bloodedly pointing it at a man and squeezing the trigger.

      'It has a .45 uncoated lead bullet, so it's got tremendous stopping power; the bullet spreads on contact. If you hit your target anywhere in his body, you are almost certain to kill him. These fancy automatic weapons…' Sir Melville shook his head. 'Fine for show, but they jam at the most inconvenient moments and their light, nickel plated bullets are useless in a tight situation. The Webley will work in any conditions and will never let you down.'

      'Do you think I will need it?' I listened to the musical whirr as I spun the chamber, and imagined the terrible wounds a soft lead bullet could cause to a human body. Automatically I wondered how to best treat a patient with such injuries and felt sudden repugnance; I was tempted to hand the thing back. Common sense told me that it would be unwise to alienate my father- in- law so I listened to his sage advice, nodding as if interested.

      'Keep it close by you,' Sir Melville was saying. 'The rule generally is, if you do need a weapon, you will need it badly. Aim to kill, Iain, whether it is a man or a polar bear, and don't bother with this nonsensical notion of only wounding. A wounded man is quite capable of putting a bullet or a knife in you. Save your own life and worry about the consequences later.'

      'Yes, sir;' I held the pistol clumsily, promising myself that it was going overboard the moment I stepped on board.

      'What am I thinking of?' Sudden good humour lightened Sir Melville's eyes and a smile softened the thin mouth. 'There's Jennifer waiting anxiously for you, and on your wedding day, too. You run along now, and I will put this with your things.' Sir Melville gave an indulgent smile. 'And Iain, take care of her, will you? Tonight of all nights?'

      Restraining my smile, I nodded gravely. 'I will, sir.'

      Sir Melville held my eye for an awkward moment as if to confirm my sincerity. I must have impressed him for he gave a final nod. 'Fine; good; off you go then, and when you get to the Arctic, you enjoy the experience.'

      Jennifer was sitting on a hard backed chair with her hands folded in her lap and her eyes focussed on the floor at her feet. She looked so demure that I was immediately suspicious, but she smiled when I entered. 'About time too, Mr Cosgrove. I suppose you have been receiving all sorts of paternalistic and manly advice?'

      'Some,' I agreed, leaning forward to put my mouth near her ear. 'I've to be gentle with you tonight.'

      'Well,' Jennifer gave a little humph sound that I had not heard before and put a possessive hand on my arm. 'Well, before you have any silly male notions, I will claim you for the evening. You are my husband, after all!'

      As the bandmaster announced a waltz, Jennifer gave a smile of satisfaction. 'Waltzes are my favourite,' she told me, dragging me on to the floor. Moving as close as convention allowed, she whispered. 'Come on, Iain; let's show everybody what to do. I won prizes for dancing, you know.'

      'I know,' I had studied the silver medals that were displayed in a glass case in the drawing room, directly beneath Sir Melville's Boer War decorations.

      The other guests watched, with one or two gently clapping as she guided me through the first dance. I allowed her to lead, for I was unsure how much she knew of my time in Edinburgh when I cut an amazing dash on the floor. Jennifer was my love and my wife, but a succession of other girls had taught me a great deal about dancing; and other things. I shook away the memories; that was the old me.

      Jennifer pressed closer so I could feel the heat of her body as the older ladies gazed fondly through their fans, recalling their own youth.

      'Do come back early from Greenland,' Jennifer insisted as I took charge and whirled her round unconventionally fast. 'I do hate that you have to leave.'

      'I shall return as soon as I can.' I could feel everybody watching, some critically, some with jealousy. Kate Davidson, the little blonde granddaughter of the famous whaling captain, was smiling slightly, her eyes hungry. I remembered her very well, from a time before Jennifer. Catching her eye on me, I thought I'd tease her a little and increased the pace so the musicians had to work harder and the other dancers followed.

      Glancing over my shoulder, I saw Kate incline her head slightly, allowing her eyes to roam down the length of my body as we passed, and with only a slight movement out of step she contrived to brush her hip lightly against the outside of my thigh as we glided purposefully together.

      That's enough of that, my girl, I decided, and leaned closer to my wife.

      'You're so dashing,' Jennifer sounded slightly out of breath, but there was delight in her face. 'I must be the happiest woman in the world.'

      'And I the luckiest man,' I led her in a great circle, manoeuvring our position carefully. Kate held my eye for a second, and I smiled at Jennifer. 'Kiss me,' I commanded and she looked suitably scandalised.

      'Not here!'

      'Why not? We're married now; it's allowed. Kiss me.'

      Glancing around the crowded room, Jennifer shook her head, so I bent down and touched my lips to her blushing cheek.

      'You're terrible,' Jennifer whispered.

      'Much worse than you realize,' I agreed. I knew that Kate was mentally devouring me and decided to give her a proper show. 'Kiss me again,' I ordered, and abruptly stopped dancing so Jennifer gave a little gasp.

      'Iain! No!'

      'Oh yes.' I kissed her full on the lips, feeling the thrill of her softness beneath me as she relented. She tasted sweet. 'Isn't that better?' I smiled directly into her eyes, seeing my image in her dilated blue pupils.

      'Much,' she agreed, and then frowned. 'But why have you stopped?'

      As I hesitated, open mouthed, Jennifer took the lead, placing her white-gloved hand on my cheek, opening her mouth under my own and shockingly teasing with her tongue until I pulled back.

      'There now,' the saucy wench smiled directly into my eyes, 'that will help you behave for a while, Mr Iain Cosgrove, and keep Kate Davidson thinking too!' She smiled archly, eyebrows raised. 'She's right behind you, Iain, watching avidly, and I know that she still likes you.' Jennifer raised her voice just loud enough to be heard above the band and the rhythmic beat of elegant feet on the polished teak floor. 'Well, you're mine now, and she'll just have to settle for second best.'

      'You little minx,' I said as my astonishment altered to pride and renewed affection chased away any lingering feelings for Kate Davidson. 'I do believe that you have me.'

      'I do believe that I do,' Jennifer's smile widened into a definite grin. 'So now,' the look she threw at Kate contained a mixture of triumph and complete satisfaction, 'shall we dance again? After all we are the stars of the evening, not just hopeful, or should I say, hopeless, admirers.'

      'You are the most amazing girl,' I told her truthfully, and she shook her head.

      'Woman, please, Iain. Katie Davidson is a girl, for girls are not married.'

      She was so obviously in charge of the situation that I could not help but laugh and would have hugged her close if she had not again began to dance, forcing me to concentrate on my steps or fall in a most undignified heap in front of all the invited guests.

      Jennifer felt the change in atmosphere a fraction before I did, and we both looked up as a blast of bitter air swept across the floor. She shivered and for a brief second I had a vision of the Arctic, with a flat plain of ice and a wind driving snow straight into my face. And then it was gone and instead I could see the dancers on the floor parting like the Red Sea before Moses, and Jennifer was pulling at my sleeve.

      'Iain: who is that woman?'
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        He who would keep himself busy, let him equip himself with these two; a ship and a woman. For no two things involve more business once you start to fit them out, nor are these two ever sufficiently adorned, nor is any excess of adornment enough for them.

        TITUS MACCIUS PLAUTUS, 254-184 BC

      

      

      

      I knew immediately that she was not an invited guest, both by her appearance and her attitude. She had none of the wealth-fed grace of the elite, but possessed a more fundamental aura of self-awareness than I had ever seen before. The other dancers obviously knew she was an intruder and watching the expression on their faces might have been amusing if this woman had not interrupted our wedding. Some looked incredulous, others merely disapproving, but all shared disdain.

      I shook my head, 'she's not from my side of the family.'

      'Nor mine,' poor Jennifer sounded quite bemused.

      While everybody else was in evening dress, this woman might have stepped straight from a gypsy encampment, and she possibly had. She could not have been much over five feet tall, but she seemed to dominate the dance hall, while what was visible of her hair beneath a bright handkerchief was as black as her eyes as she peered at everybody in turn. The band stopped playing, the dancers stopped dancing and the noise dropped from a cheerful, bustling hum to a silence so intense it was almost intimidating.

      At last she faced me and I nearly shivered at the power behind those dark eyes.

      'You'll be Iain Cosgrove,' she said quietly, and I nodded, suddenly slightly uncomfortable.

      'It's you I have come for, then,' she transferred her gaze to Jennifer, 'and your bride.'

      I heard Jennifer's sudden in draw of breath and squeezed her hand.

      'Ah: Mrs Adams!' Sir Melville strode across the floor, hand outstretched in welcome. 'You are as unorthodox as ever, I see.'

      'Father: do you know this lady?' Trust Jennifer to keep sufficient good manners to refer to this bedraggled creature as a lady when all around her the true ladies with whisking back their skirts for fear of being contaminated by her presence. I warmed once more to my wife.

      'This is Mrs Adams,' Sir Melville introduced. He raised his voice so all his guests could hear. 'We have a tradition in our family that a new bride and groom should have their fortune told: your mother and I had ours told, as did my father and my grandfather. Mrs Adams is an expert in the art.'

      Jennifer looked at me and giggled as I suppressed my own smile and tried to look solemn. I had never like fairground conjuring, and to me, fortune telling was merely another obsolete superstition from a bygone age. I would play along if I had to, but I was a trained doctor, a man of science and reason.

      I had not learned: yet.

      'Come this way, please.' Sir Melville led us from the dance hall and upstairs to the library, with its shelves of splendid books and view over the night-dark Tay to Fife. As if by right, Mrs Adams took possession of the carved chair behind the central desk. Bright electric light shone upon her, but I do not recall seeing any shadows.

      'You may leave us, Sir Melville.' That was an order, not a request. Sir Melville obeyed gracefully, leaving us alone with the gypsy woman.

      Unsmiling, she beckoned Jennifer forward to the hard chair on the opposite side of the desk. 'Come here, my dear and give me your hand; we shall see what the future holds for you.'

      I tried to listen but for some unaccountable reason I could not hear what was said. The two women leaned closer across the width of the desk and although the murmur of their voices was clear, the content of the conversation was not. Instead I heard the whine of wind across ice floes, the scream of a gale through rigging and a barking cry the origin of which I was uncertain but the sound of which was mournful beyond belief.

      At length Jennifer stood up and withdrew, looking slightly pale. She gave me a shaky smile as I took her place at the desk.

      Although I know that fortune tellers cannot see the future, and use tricks to gain the confidence of their customers, I still felt a prickle of unease as I slid onto the chair and extended my hand for the gypsy to read.

      Close to, Mrs Adams did not seem intimidating in the slightest. Her face was dark through exposure to wind and sun and her clothes emanated an aroma of smoke and earth, as though she had come straight from the fields, but her eyes were unfathomable. They were deep dark pools into which I sank as she studied me.

      'You are going on a long journey,' she told me what I already knew, 'and you are unhappy about leaving your bride.'

      I could not disagree with that.

      'I see coldness and death; I see red flowing over white,' the eyes held mine as images flitted through my mind: the vicious chill of the Arctic, blood staining the ice, men in thick furs laughing.

      'I see a woman, very close to you,' I imagined Jennifer running to greet me as I stepped from the ship, her eyes bright with joy.

      'I see…' Mrs Adams hesitated for a long second as my images faded. 'I see deception and fear, fire and terror; I see loneliness.'

      My patience snapped then; of course there was ice and cold, death and blood, deception and loneliness; I was travelling away from my new wife to trap and kill seals in the Arctic. 'Can you tell me anything useful?'

      Tightening her grip on my hand, Mrs Adams pressed a sharp- taloned finger deep into my palm, drawing a bright bead of blood. 'Beware of a silent woman,' she said and gave a little gasp, 'God save you.'

      'What?' Jennifer crossed the room, her dress rustling softly, 'what does that mean? What do you mean, Mrs Adams, God save you? Will Iain come home?'

      'He will come home.'

      'Then that is all that matters,' Snatching my hand away, Jennifer marched away. She stopped at the door, 'are you coming, Iain?'

      Of course I was coming, but my feeling of uneasiness persisted for a good half hour, until the dancing was once again in full flow and Jennifer was firm and soft in my arms.

      Perhaps it was the episode with Mrs Adams, but I found myself wanting the evening to end quickly so I could claim Jennifer for myself. Inevitably the clock ticked away the minutes and the evening did draw to a close. The older guests drifted to the carriages and motor-cars that waited so patiently on the wide sweeping drive outside and the spaces on the dance floor grew larger. As the house gradually emptied Jennifer touched my arm.

      'I won't be a minute,' she whispered and, lifting her skirt with her left hand, she approached the band. I watched, wondering what she was doing as she requested one final number. Of course they agreed, smiling patiently, and she returned to my side, passing through what remained of the guests.

      'This one we will remember,' she whispered, 'you when you are up among the ice bergs and me when I wait alone in my bed, thinking of you.'

      The reminder that I would have to leave this woman whom I felt I was just beginning to know stabbed deeply and I pulled her close. 'I wish I was not going,' I told her.

      'So do I,' she whispered, pressing close, 'but let us make the most of this night while we can.'

      The bandleader tapped his baton for attention, spoke a few words and the music began immediately. I recognised the song immediately, for it was one that both Jennifer and her mother sang. Annie Harrison's In the Gloaming had been an instant success when it was first published about thirty years ago and was still sung by sentimentally minded women. My taste ran to Gilbert and Sullivan and more robust, music hall type songs, but In the Gloaming had grown on me the more often I heard Jennifer sing.

      As soon as the tune began, many of the remaining women looked to their husbands, hopeful of being guided to the dance floor to reawaken memories of their own youth.

      'I want you to remember this evening whenever you hear this song,' Jennifer ordered, and whispered the opening verse into my ear. Her breath was soft against my neck so I could feel myself responding.

      
        
        
        'In the gloaming, oh my darling,

        When the lights are soft and low

        And the quiet shadows falling

        Softly come and softly go.'

      

      

      

      'I will,' I promised, fighting the tears that threatened to un-man me and the other reactions that proved the very opposite. I knew, without any doubt, that I would never forget that song; it would be with me always, keeping me company amidst the wastes of the north. I shivered slightly, as though the Arctic wind was already biting at my face.

      'Iain? Are you all right?'

      'Of course I am.' I held her closer, trying to disguise my oxymoronic discomfort. 'Jennifer?'

      'Yes?'

      'No, nothing. It's all right.' I looked away; I could neither joke nor tease, and I wished oh-so-fervently that I was not sailing north the next morning. I closed my eyes, breathing in the scent of her perfume as I felt the yielding firmness of her waist beneath my hand. God but I wished I was returning from the north and not just setting out. Life was cruel in thus taunting me with the delights of marriage, only to pluck at my happiness and thrust it away before I had properly experienced it. I knew I was a full man, but I wanted my wife; I wanted her body and her mind, I wanted her company and the music of her voice, I wanted to watch her moving and to breathe deeply of her perfume, I wanted to be near her, not to be separated by a waste of water and months of bitter loneliness.

      Perhaps it was the song, or the memory of Mrs Adams' words, but the sudden sadness was overwhelming, tinged with that haunting, unearthly moan that I had never heard before but which I knew came from the Arctic, and I shivered again.

      'You're cold,' Jennifer said, already practising her wifely skills.

      'No,' I denied, but I held her tighter, so she merged with my body, gasping and opening her eyes wide as she felt my reaction.

      'Iain Cosgrove,' she giggled. 'I am shocked.'

      After that she moved closer still, so we became a single unit on that dance floor, lost in our own world, squeezing every fraction of time from our last evening before I sailed north.

      'Oh, Iain, I wish you were not going.'

      'So do I,' I felt the catch in my voice and looked away, gathering my strength. We would be apart for some months and I had no desire for her to remember her husband as a man who blubbered before he sailed away.

      Jennifer knew every word of the four verses of In the Gloaming and when the dance floor was full, with couples reflecting on their past or dreaming about their future, she breathed the final few lines, her voice soft.

      
        
        
        'In the gloaming, oh my darling

        When the lights are soft and low

        Will you think of me and love me

        As you did once long ago?'

      

      

      

      'I will,' I promised, drawing strength from the depth of her love.

      'Good,' she burrowed closer, and then broke away in one of the lightning changes of mood that was so typical of her. 'But that time is not yet.' Her eyes narrowed with mischief as, after a quick glance around the room, she allowed one hand to stray, rubbing my back beneath the frock coat and sliding down until a single finger touched lightly yet shockingly on my left buttock. She pressed slightly, and patted fondly.

      I gasped, unable to hide my thrill of pleasure. 'Jennifer!' I knew I should be scandalised by this forward behaviour from such a well brought up creature, but, rather, I was more than pleased that she could be so familiar.

      'It's all right, Iain. I am your wife,' her wide eyes teased me further as she took control of the situation. 'Is it not time that we retired?'

      'Perhaps I had better announce that?'

      'And have everybody looking?' Jennifer's eyes widened even further. 'My, Iain, do you really want to draw attention to yourself? Let's just slip away quietly. After all, you do have an early start in the morning.'

      I think it was then that I realised exactly what I had married. Jennifer was no milk-and-water wife, no sit-in-the-corner woman who would be demure and submissive and wait for me to take charge. She was my equal and probably more than that, and I could have laughed out loud with pure joy.

      I knew that Kate Davidson was watching but I was unprepared for Jennifer's sudden change of direction. Leading me by the hand, she approached the insipid blonde and smiled directly into her face.

      'We're going to bed now,' my wife told her triumphantly, and made for the great double doors. Save for a gasp of astonishment and a slight lift of her hand, Kate made no comment.

      'That will settle her hash,' Jennifer said with great satisfaction. 'She will not make sheep eyes at my husband again.'

      I laughed; I had thought of Jennifer as my wife; now I knew I was also her husband. She would cope perfectly well when I was in the Arctic, and she would be waiting when I returned. But other, more immediate matters demanded my attention.

      

      It was hard to rise in the morning, to look down on the form of the woman who was now my wife in body as well as in law and know I was to leave her, but I had my duty to perform. Kissing her gently, I eased from the bed. I had spent the last restless hour pondering whether it would be best to wake Jennifer or leave without ceremony, but I eventually decided that I could not bear the pain of a lingering farewell. I dressed hurriedly, pulling on the clothes that a servant had arranged for me twelve hours previously, and slipping from the bedroom, closed the door as quietly as I could.

      Even at this early hour there were servants about, heavy eyed maids who crept around the long corridors with towels and coalscuttles and chamber pots and who bobbed their respect to the young mistress's husband. I barely acknowledged them as I stumbled downstairs to share a cup of tea with the bleary-eyed butler and bite into a hunk of bread and ham. I was never a great eater in the morning, and now my nerves took control as I faced the prospect of months away from home in a hostile and utterly alien environment.

      'Shall I call for the carriage, sir?' Freshly shaved and pristine as always, the butler stood at attention as he spoke.

      'No,' I shook my head, 'thank you. The walk will help wake me up.' I could imagine the fuss and bustle of alerting the coachman and taking out the horses, and cringed at the impression I would make arriving at a sealing ship by coach.

      'As you wish, sir.' There was no obvious emotion in the words.

      After last night, I did not care what the butler thought. I was married to the best and most perfect woman in the world, and once I returned from the Arctic, my life would be full of nights such as that. Three months; four at the outside, and I would be in marital paradise.

      

      Dundee in the dark of pre-dawn is never pretty, with streets and buildings dimly lit by flickering streetlights. The massive bulk of factories and mills dominate the town, and unseen chimneys puncture the sky while the smell of smoke is heavy amidst the lingering frost of winter. That morning was no different, but made worse by the desolation of parting; I remember that a wagon jolted over the cobblestones with fragments of raw jute floating free from its load and the carter whipping his horse in sullen bad temper.

      'Get on there you lazy bitch!'

      I walked quickly, listening to the echo of my footsteps against the surrounding walls. Twice I stopped, thinking that somebody was following me, and, remembering the tales I had heard of the dangers of Dundee's dockland, I wished I had slipped my revolver into my pocket rather than having it sent on ahead with my other baggage. The footsteps pattered lightly behind me and I stopped.

      'Who's there?' my words sounded hollow, lost in the whispering night, and only the raucous screams of a seagull replied. I moved on, balling my hands into fists as I began to regret my decision to walk.

      'Iain!' The voice was low and urgent. 'Iain!'

      'Who's there?' I already knew the answer. 'Jennifer? Is that you?'

      She hurried up, breathless and dishevelled, with a coat loose over her shoulders and mud spattering the bottom of her nightdress. Her hair was wild beneath the broad bonnet. 'I couldn't let you leave without saying goodbye.'

      'My God!' For a moment I could only stare at her. 'Jennifer; you should not be here. It's not safe!' I reached for her, shockingly aware of her scant covering. She seemed very vulnerable amidst these predatory shadows.

      'I had to come.' Jennifer raised her chin in defiance, but she could not disguise the moisture in her eyes. 'I had to say goodbye.'

      'Oh Jenny!' I shook my hand and pulled her into a close hug. I had been wrong; our single night had not been enough to fully blend us together and I felt awkward, unsure what to say or do. Less restrained or more mature, Jennifer clung to me, as if by burrowing against my body she could retain me, in soul if not in body.

      'Don't go,' her voice choked on the last word. 'I don't want you to go! Please don't go away from me.'

      'I must,' I could feel her body warmth through the coat and closed my eyes. 'It's only for a few months.'

      'Please…' Her fingers hooked into me. When she looked up, tears blurred her eyes.

      'I'll come back,' I told her. 'And we can write to each other.'

      'Yes,' Jennifer clung desperately to the lifeline. 'Write lots of letters; write a letter a day, so I know that you are all right.' She forced a smile. 'And write me a journal, Iain, so that when you come back we can read it together, the journal of the only time that we will ever be apart.'

      'Of course I will.' Aware of the passage of time, I began to gently prise myself free. 'I must go, Jennifer, or the boat will leave without me and I'll let your father down.'

      'Come back, oh come back to me.' Jennifer was crying openly now, big round tears sliding down her cheeks in a manner that made my own eyes prickle. How do women have the ability to do that to a man? What powers do they possess?

      'Of course I'll come back,' I heard the gruffness in my voice as I sought to fight unaccustomed emotion. 'Come on, now.' I had no handkerchief with which to dry her face, so I used my hand, which succeeded only in further smearing her tears.

      'Promise me,' her hands refused to release me. They were small but strong as they hooked into my back. 'Please please promise that you'll come back.'

      I felt the change in her. She was desperate, close to breaking down as her hands seemed to dig deep into me. Holding her at arm's length, I looked directly into her eyes and injected as much sincerity as I could into my voice. 'I promise that, whatever happens in the Arctic, I will return to you, my wife.'

      Jennifer nodded, her eyes liquid, searching mine, delving deep into my soul. The reminder that she was my wife had helped calm her down. 'And I will leave a candle shining in the window to guide you home. I will light it every night and count every day until we are together again.' Her teeth gleamed in a sudden small smile. 'Now that I have your word, all I need is a kiss and you may go.'

      I bent down, touching my mouth to the soft lips that she offered so willingly. At that second if she had asked me to return with her I would have obeyed, and hang the consequences.

      'Now go,' she stepped back bravely and pushed me gently away, 'go now, before you miss the tide.' Jennifer stood there with her hair a halo around her head and the skirts of her coat loose around her legs. 'Go!' she pointed imperiously and I turned, walking slouch shouldered as my earlier determination slipped away. I heard her singing again, the words cutting deep into what was left of my courage.

      
        
        
        'In the gloaming, oh my darling

        When the lights are soft and low

        Will you think of me and love me

        As you did once long ago?'

      

      

      

      'Of course I will,' I whispered. 'Of course I will.' The forthcoming voyage to the Arctic no longer seemed like an adventure, but an ordeal to be survived before I returned to Jennifer. When I looked back she still stood there, a lonely figure beneath the sparse streetlights, holding her coat close to her as her mouth moved with the song.
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        'A grey crow came and sat on our yards…which a few of the watch thought a bad omen.'

        JOURNAL OF A VOYAGE TO BAFFIN BAY ABOARD THE SHIP THOMAS COMMANDED BY ALEX COOKE; JOHN WANLESS, 10TH APRIL 1833

      

      

      

      Laden with ice, the February wind rattled the rigging of the ships that crouched miserably beside the harbour warehouses, their masts and spars stark as charity and their hulls half seen in the bleak dawn light. Intermittent sleet pattered the puddles on the quay as a train chugged past, spewing steam against the closed windows of the Seaman's Hostel and the classical authority of the Custom House.

      'Who the hell's that?' A labourer paused from piling jute onto an already heavily laden cart to jerk a thumb toward me.

      His colleague looked, shrugged and spat phlegm onto the ground. 'Fuck knows or cares, because I don't.' He returned to work, glowering at me as if at a mortal enemy.

      When the train gave a sudden shriek of escaping steam, pigeons exploded from the Royal Arch that acted as a majestic backdrop and a reminder of the still lamented Queen Victoria. The echoes faded slowly from the dreary dockland of Dundee.

      'Lady Balgay!' I hailed the small craft that lay forlorn between a great three master and a rust streaked coaster on whom the red ensign flapped like the duster of a Lochee housewife.

      'Aye,' the reply sounded surly, as if the owner of the voice was reluctant to admit on which vessel he sailed. A tall man appeared; polishing the shine on his bald head with a filthy rag, he glowered a challenge at me. 'What do you want?'

      'I'm Iain Cosgrove. I'm sailing with you this voyage.' I looked up, hoping for some encouragement or even acknowledgement before I added, 'I'm the surgeon.'

      There was a few second's hesitation as the bald man voice looked me up and down, spat over the side and eventually jerked a thumb over his shoulder. 'Are you, now,' he said, and then, 'Christ help you. You'd better come on board, I suppose.'

      Lady Balgay was much smaller than I had anticipated, with the vessels on either side towering over her two masts and the thin smokestack that seemed so out of place. On first sight the deck seemed dirty, littered with gear that the tattered crewmen were engaged in stowing away while a stocky, half-shaven man watched, his hands deep in his pockets and his eyes pouchy beneath a filthy cloth cap.

      Another seaman, elderly, with a beard that matched the iron-grey of his eyes, was shouting obscenely and, waving his arms at a crow that perched on the deckhouse.

      'Get away you dirty black bugger! I'll not have you bringing your bad luck to this ship. Fly, you evil beast!' He swore foully when the bird refused to move, and threw a short length of tarred rope. The bird rose reluctantly, black wings flapping in a weary admission of failure as it retreated to the nearby quay and stood in dejected misery with its dark eyes never leaving Lady Balgay.

      'Bloody black bastard!' The old seaman watched the bird with a mixture of hatred and fear, until the bald headed man pushed him roughly.

      'Get back to your duty, Pratt! You're not here to go bird watching!'

      'But it's a crow; they're bad luck!'

      'It's a bloody bird, that's all!'

      I looked away, wondering what sort of life I would endure for the next few months if everybody were as surly as the bald man and this bearded crewman appeared to be.

      Ignoring his swearing shipmates, the man in the cloth cap grunted and muttered something under his breath. Producing a broad-bladed knife from his pocket, he proceeded to probe the timber of the mast. He shook his head in apparent dismay at what he found.

      'Excuse me,' used to the shining brass splendour of my father-in-law's steam yacht, I was not sure what to do next. 'I am looking for the master. Captain Milne?'

      'Aye,' the man in the cloth cap stared at me, withdrawing the knife. 'That'll be me.' His voice was like gravel under an iron-shod wheel.

      Years of training in the Officer's Training Corps had taught me to come to attention when addressing a superior, even one of such an unprepossessing appearance as Captain Milne presented. 'Iain Cosgrove, sir, reporting for duty as surgeon.'

      'So I hear.' Captain Milne looked up from beneath the peak of his cap; he appeared neither amused nor impressed. 'Surgeon eh? Well, we've not much call for a surgeon, Mister Cosgrove, so you can just turn around and piddle off back to your mummy, unless you have any other more useful skills.'

      I had not expected peals of delight, but a handshake would have been acceptable. I took a deep breath. 'I am willing to do anything, sir, if required, but…'

      'You're willing to do anything eh?' Captain Milne pounced on the words before they were fully free from my mouth; I wondered for what I had let myself in. 'Well, that's better. Are you sure about that, Mister Surgeon Cosgrove?'

      'Well, yes, sir…' I said slowly.

      'Well, you're a hostage to fortune then, but you've given your word and I'll keep you to it, by Christ. You'd better make yourself useful then, Mr Surgeon.' Captain Milne looked along the deck, shaking his head. 'You've no seagoing experience, I hear, so you'll be no bloody good up here.'

      I was about to protest and explain I was a keen yachtsman who had sailed from the Tay to the Solent, but one look at Milne's bitter eyes convinced me he would not be impressed.

      'Lady Balgay is a seagoing craft, Mr Surgeon, despite her looks. She's not your daddy's steam yacht.' Milne suddenly stopped; pointed to a boy who looked no older than fourteen and raised his voice in a ferocious bellow that scared the seagulls perched on the warehouse roofs. The crow remained, watching. 'You! Mitchell, you wee bastard! Coil that rope properly or I'll flay the skin off you! I'll have no holidays on board my ship!'

      Mitchell started, gave a scared little yelp and dropped the rope on which he had been working.

      Captain Milne returned his attention to me. 'Well, Mr Cosgrove, I have a job for which you are eminently suitable, as an educated man. I am a practical seaman, you see,' suddenly his tone was wheedling, his smile so insincere that I nearly laughed, 'and I am overburdened with paperwork. You have no idea how much paper is needed to sail even a small vessel like Lady Balgay; buckets of the bloody stuff, so I want you to take over the administration. As from right now.'

      'But…' I wanted to explain that I had come on board to gain experience as a surgeon and to grow as a man. I wanted to observe the workings of the ship and deal with every possible medical and surgical contingency rather than scratch a pen across sheets of paper. Instead I found myself walking toward the cabin with my head down. I still do not know what power Milne had, but the master had already subdued me so I was acting as meekly as any schoolboy.

      I will not write many details of the next few days, for in truth there was only one event worth recording, and that I will come to presently. What I will say is that it was dominated, not by seamanship and a flood of salty adventures, but by reams of paper.

      Despite my stated intention to enlarge my experience as a doctor, after three days in Lady Balgay nearly all I had experienced was dipping a pen in an inkwell and filling in forms. By the time we rounded Rattray Head north of Aberdeen I knew all about loading documents, crew lists, custom forms, lists of stores, food, water and coals, inventories of equipment and details of pay. My medical experience had amounted to dealing with half a dozen hangovers and a brash young man named Albert Torrie who was pleased to believe he had caught a venereal disease from a Dock Street prostitute. It was hardly an auspicious start for a man who had hoped for exotic diseases and intricate surgical problems.

      I started each dismal day by staring at the papers that piled on my tiny, swaying desk and wishing myself back home. If this were to be my life for the next few months, I thought I would be far better on land. I sighed often and glanced upward, where a smoking lantern circled with the motion of the ship, and I swore, dreaming of Jennifer and that single night we had spent together. What would she be doing now?

      Knowing that such thoughts could only make things worse, I forced them away and admitted, however reluctantly, that working with these tedious documents had taught me much about the vessel on which I was sailing. I had learned that Lady Balgay was a fifty-eight ton ketch, two masted and with a crew of eleven, including myself. I knew the name and function of every one of these men, from Walter Learmonth, a veteran of over twenty Arctic voyages to George Ross the Clydeside engine-driver, who had never been north before. I knew that Robert Mitchell, the cook and steward, was only fifteen while bearded John Pratt, a fifty-nine year old able-bodied seaman, was the oldest man on board. So far, few of the crew had spoken to me, contenting themselves with a casual nod or an uncommunicative grunt. The bald man, Tom Thoms, had not uttered another word, but had a tendency to spit and grumble.

      I had also learned a great deal about the stores they had, from the raisins and cheese to the truly vicious seal clubs and harpoons and from Baxter's finest quality sailcloth to the much more mysterious fibs, marline spikes and lowery tows that seemed to be indispensable to the well-being of the voyage.

      

      However, there was one striking episode, and that had been a curious prequel to many of the events that would unfold as we journeyed north. It had been on the day we mustered in the Firth of Tay before venturing on to the northern adventure. Captain Milne, with his cloth cap pushed well back on his head and a cynical smile on his man-trap mouth, had passed round a bottle of rum and insisted that everybody take a drink.

      'That's the last sensible thing anybody will taste on this voyage, boys. The owner dictates that this vessel is run on teetotal principles.' He had glowered around the hands, meeting their gaze until every man had dropped his eyes. 'But now, raise your mugs and toast the success of the voyage!'

      Every man had done so, from youthful Mitchell to ancient Pratt, and they had tossed back the rum in a single swallow before lifting the mugs high. I followed the rest, coughing on the raw spirit.

      'Wives and sweethearts!' Ross the engineer roared.

      'Wives and sweethearts,' the others echoed, with the prostitute-hunting Albert Torrie nudging young Mitchell in a secret joke.

      'May they never meet,' Learmonth the bosun supplied what I guessed was a traditional finish, and the crew gave the required laugh.

      'And now we'll request luck from the figurehead!' Captain Milne ordered, and sent every man scrambling forward to touch the naked wooden buttocks of the woman who thrust out in front of Lady Balgay.

      It had seemed strange that such a small vessel as Lady Balgay had a figurehead, but nobody answered my enquiry until the bosun, Walter Learmonth, usually known as Leerie, wrapped a sinewy arm around my shoulders and took me forward.

      'You see, Mr Cosgrove, figureheads are important for the morale of the ship. They carry her luck, you understand.'

      'Well, I do not exactly understand, Mr Learmonth.' Used to being lectured by learned doctors with a string of letters after their name, I found it hard to be educated by a weather-battered man with the accent of a Hilltown tenement, but I forced myself to listen After all, I had signed on for different experiences. 'Could you tell me more?' I tried, but failed to suppress my shiver. 'And could we find somewhere warmer? We are shockingly exposed here.'

      'If you wish, doctor.' Learmonth seemed amused by my feeling the cold, but he led me into the shelter of the funnel, the warmest section of the deck. 'In a manner of speaking, a figurehead is a good luck charm. Our one, the Naked Lady, is doubly important because her udders, begging your pardon sir, her bare breasts, can calm the sea. The sea being a male, you understand.'

      'I understand,' I concealed my amusement at Learmonth's attempt to civilise his language.

      'As long as we keep the Naked Lady happy by painting her regularly and making sure she's in good condition, Lady Balgay will be a lucky ship, but if we neglect her, then anything could happen.'

      'I see,' I nodded, trying not a laugh at this blatant superstition. 'But are there not practical considerations against having a figurehead in the Arctic? Will it…she…the Naked Lady… not attract ice?'

      'Some seem to think so, Mr Cosgrove,' Learmonth told me seriously. 'There was a Hull whaler called Truelove that had her figurehead removed for that very reason, but there was also Arctic, a Dundee ship with a Yakkie, an Eskimo, as figurehead. Aye, Arctic was a good ship, a lucky ship, doctor, and I believe that was due to her Yakkie. Some say the Arctic Bar was even named after her.'

      'She must have been popular then,' I agreed. I could see old Pratt moving forward now, balancing on the bowsprit with the agility of a circus performer as he leaned forward to caress the Naked Lady. The crew were cheering, calling for the next man. This bonding with a carved piece of wood was exactly the sort of experience I had hoped for, and showed just how close these seamen were to their superstitious ancestors. I decided to delve further, for I had developed an interest in psychology and these sealers, these Greenlandmen, as I had heard them called, seemed to be first class examples of the primitive.

      'But why? Why do we need such a symbol?'

      Learmonth shook his head. 'Well, doctor, the origins are lost in the mists of time. They say that ships once needed a human sacrifice, so they were launched across a human body, or a man was executed and his head stuck on the prow to prove the sacrifice to Neptune, but somebody fooled the sea god with a carved head and the tradition has carried on ever since.' Learmonth shrugged, 'I don't know the real reason, doctor, but I do know the captain is watching us.'

      'We'd better join the others, then,' I decided, wondering at the sudden relief in Learmonth's eyes.

      Young Mitchell was next to be sent forward. Slim and agile, he had walked along the bowsprit with his hands in his pockets, showing off his skill as he sought to gain the acceptance of the crew.

      'Go on, Rab!' That was Albert Torrie, the muscular young fireman and would-be Casanova who was nearest to Mitchell in years.

      'If you're so clever, Mitchell, then you can hop! Bloody hop!' Ross, the chief engineer, gave caustic advice in his Clydeside tongue and others had joined in so the youngster was soon bouncing on one foot along the length of the bowsprit. When a rogue wave caught Lady Balgay and she gave a sudden lurch, Mitchell nearly overbalanced, but he reached for the foretopmast stay, swung above the sea for an instant and returned to his position on the bowsprit, to the cheers of his audience.

      When he was correctly positioned Mitchell fastened both legs around the bowsprit and swung upside down to fondle the rounded buttocks of the Naked Lady.

      'That's the way, Rab,' Torrie approved, 'now give her a big smacker! Kiss her arse, man!'

      Mitchell did so as the crew roared approval, and he returned with his reputation enhanced, although old John Pratt was not amused.

      'Maybe that was a bit disrespectful,' he said doubtfully, 'the Naked Lady deserves better than that,' but nobody listened to him; not then. There was a time coming when they would remember Rab Mitchell's actions and shudder in horror, but that was in the unforeseen future.

      'You too, doctor!'

      'What?' I looked up. I had thought that my position and medical training made me immune from such horseplay, but Captain Milne was staring at me with his hypnotic green eyes. 'You're next. Up you go!'

      It had been amusing watching the crew balancing on the bowsprit, but as I looked forward on that gyrating length of slithery, rounded wood I felt suddenly sick. If I slipped, it would be a short drop into the great green rollers of the Tay, but with the crew cheering me on and Captain Milne's stern eyes watching, I knew I must.

      I took a step forward and stopped. I knew I did not have the skill to balance on that slender spar, so instead I took the coward's route and knelt on top, holding on with both hands as I inched forward on the tiny platform beside the figurehead.

      'I want you to go all the way, Doctor.' Captain Milne's voice was as unrelenting as an Arctic storm. 'All my crew must seek their luck from the Naked Lady.'

      Lady Balgay suddenly bowed her head to the waves, taking on gallons of cold water that drenched me to the skin. I yelled at the shock and some of the crew laughed as I emerged, shaking my head free of the bitter water and gasping painfully for breath. I looked up, noting who they were, for I fervently hoped they reported to me for an injection sometime soon. I vowed to use my longest and bluntest needle and it would not be their arm into which I thrust it.

      That thought restored some of my courage and I inched onward, feeling my knees slide on the wet surface, and, reaching forward, I touched the smooth, white painted wood of the figurehead's backside. It felt cold, completely unlike living flesh, but the crew still cheered.

      'That's the way doctor! Touch the Naked Lady for luck!'

      The hands applauded as I returned, and slapped my back in somewhat forward good fellowship that completely removed my dark thoughts of only a few minutes previously. Soutar mumbled something about the success of the voyage now being assured, but then Captain Milne had shoved his cap forward on his head, tossed the empty rum bottle over the side and roared everybody back to work.

      As I returned to my reams of paper, Learmonth the bosun had shaken his head. 'The young lad shouldn't have done that,' he said. 'No good will come of it. Touching Her Ladyship for luck is one thing, but kissing her is something else. Old John was right; there'll be the devil to pay for that, mark my words.'

      The words had only strengthened my belief that these men were swamped by their own superstition, but I had not met her then, and I was very young and very, very ignorant.
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        Twenty years from now you will be more disappointed by the things that you didn't do than by the ones you did so. So throw off the bowlines. Sail away from the safe harbor. Catch the trade winds in your sails. Explore. Dream. Discover.

        MARK TWAIN

      

      

      

      It was a day after we passed Rattray Head that the atmosphere in Lady Balgay seemed to change. I was contemplating the chipped stoneware jar of wood-bodied pens, wondering which one was least likely to blot and wondering when I had last used such archaic implements when a blast of shouted words upset my fragile concentration.

      'Damn and blast and bugger! Call this a seagoing vessel? She's a bloody bathtub with a figurehead, damn her to hell!'

      Welcoming the interruption, I laid down the pen. After only a few days at sea I was already accustomed to the use of foul language, but it was unusual for Captain Milne to indulge quite so liberally. When the captain lowered his moral tone to even more gutter language, I used a heavy rock as a paperweight and emerged from my dingy kennel but soon wished I had not as the wind on deck nearly took my breath away.

      'What's the matter, Captain? Is there anything I can do?' I prayed for something medical, something more interesting than cut fingers and head colds.

      'She's sailing like a pregnant cow in a force ten gale, lopsided as a drunken Irish washerwoman.' Milne's language became more colourful as he condemned the behaviour of his vessel.

      Intrigued, for anything was better than scraping a cracked pen nib across damp paper, I looked around. Lady Balgay seemed no worse than normal as she heeled and battered her way north with the sea churning from her forefoot and frothing in her wake. 'What's the matter, Captain Milne?'

      'This damned ship of your father-in-law,' Milne glared at me as if I had personally selected, built and launched Lady Balgay. 'She's sailing cockeyed. She rides light on the water and every breath of air sends her skittering like a virgin in a brothel.' He looked out to sea, swearing again. 'Sail her to Greenland? This bastarding boat would wallow sailing round the Greenmarket on a wet Saturday afternoon!'

      I allowed myself a tolerant smile and spoke to the captain, man to man. 'Can anything be done about her behaviour, Captain?'

      Milne shrugged, glaring into my eyes as if he hated me. Putting a hand to his cap, he pulled it down so the tattered peak nearly obscured his face. 'Aye. I'll add more ballast. Weigh her down so she doesn't dance to every tune the wind plays, and when we pick up a few score tons of seal oil, we can ditch the bastarding stuff.'

      'I see. That sounds simple enough.' I nodded as if I understood every word, although in truth I barely comprehended any. 'From where can we buy this ballast?'

      'Buy it?' Lifting his chin, Milne looked at me as if I had uttered some foul blasphemy. 'We don't buy ballast, Mister Cosgrove.' He shook his head, obviously affronted at shore-bound ignoramuses such as me pretending to know anything. 'Buy it, by Christ! We're not all bastarding millionaires! No, we have to work for our living on this clapped out shite boat! We must obtain the ballast, Mr Cosgrove.'

      Taking two strides toward the taffrail, Milne shook his head in disgust. 'We'll dig the bastarding stuff from a bloody shoal bank. Ten tons of shingle ought to do the trick.' He turned suddenly, his eyes hard. 'You can help with a shovel, mister. It's about time you pulled your weight, after skulking in the cabin all voyage like some bloody schoolboy, scrape-scrape-scraping away with pen-and-ink, leaving seamen to do the real work.'

      Now that was manifestly unfair. I began to protest until I noticed the glint in Captain Milne's eye and quickly closed my mouth. I was unsure if he was teasing me, or preparing for an argument, but I resolved not to give him satisfaction on either account. 'I'll fetch a shovel, sir.'

      'You'll fetch four bloody shovels,' Captain Milne corrected, 'you can't shift ten tons of shingle on your own. Not with your lily-white clerk's hands.' Turning abruptly, he shouted a volley of orders that saw Lady Balgay alter course, heading more to the west. 'Buy it by Christ! Where the fuck did we get him from?'

      

      The wind blew chillingly from the north, flicking the top from the waves so that the sea appeared like a badly ruffled grey and white carpet, constantly in surging motion. As Captain Milne had said, Lady Balgay was tossing madly, one second riding high on the swell, the next crashing into a trough, with her hull shaking, rattling every loose fitting and shifting anything not lashed down around the deck. I glanced upward, where the masts gyrated against ragged grey clouds, and I fought the unaccustomed heave of my stomach. The last thing Lady Balgay needed was a seasick surgeon and the last thing I wanted was to further reveal my nautical ineptitude to the crew.

      Soutar the helmsman swore in unconscious imitation of the captain as he stood in the stern, both hands white-knuckled on the varnished spokes of the wheel.

      'Where are we?' I had to shout above the shriek of the wind through the rigging, the banging of loose gear and the constant slap of waves against the bouncing hull.

      Concentrating on the binnacle in front of him, Soutar said nothing. Despite the cold, there were beads of sweat oozing from his forehead while the muscles of his forearms writhed with the effort of keeping Lady Balgay on the correct heading.

      'That's Orkney to port,' bald headed Thoms pointed to a stern coastline of low dark cliffs, from which a regular procession of waves boomed. 'And that's the bloody Arctic up there,' he indicated northwest with a languid wave of his hand, 'where all this wind is coming from.'

      'Are we going to land in Orkney?'

      Thoms shook his head. 'No.' He seemed to have the knack of shouting without raising his voice, so every word was carried clearly to me. 'There's a skerry a bit offshore. The Captain is going to send us ashore in a dinghy so we can collect shingle as ballast.'

      'What?' I glanced overboard. Grey waves leaped the length of the hull, smashing angrily at the timbers with their flaking green paint. Lady Balgay shuddered with each new assault, and I imagined rowing a small boat in such seas. 'Is that safe?'

      'It's safer than sailing the bloody Greenland Sea with an improperly trimmed ketch, mister.' Captain Milne had appeared from nowhere and looked at me with unconcealed contempt. 'When you came aboard, Mr Cosgrove, you told me you were willing to do anything, didn't you?'

      I nodded reluctantly, wondering what my loose mouth had condemned me to.

      'Aye, well there are only two things on board a ship: duty and mutiny. All that you are ordered to do is duty. All that you refuse is mutiny.' Captain Milne leaned closer. 'Well, Mister Cosgrove; are you afraid to do your duty?'

      The accusation of fear stiffened my resolve, as was no doubt intended. 'Of course not, Captain. I am only concerned for the safety of the ship.'

      Milne's brief snort may have contained humour, but I could only detect derision. 'The safety of the ship is my concern you young pup. You just obey orders and we'll get along very well.'

      'Yes, sir,' I thought I should say more, but Captain Milne just grunted again, jammed his cap harder on his head and stalked forward, automatically testing every line and stay that he passed.

      Replacing Soutar at the wheel, old John Pratt nodded to me. 'Going for more ballast are we? About bloody time, eh?' Checking the set of the sails, he glanced to port, where the dark smear of Orkney was more distinct. What did you say this place was, Tam?'

      'Gass Skerry,' Thoms told him bluntly, and Pratt started and swore foully.

      'You're crazy man! Gass! We can't go there!' I could see that only his years of experience kept Pratt from releasing his hold of the varnished spokes.

      'Captain's orders,' Thoms defended the obviously unpopular decision.

      Pratt took a step backward, but his hands still held the spokes. 'I'll not set foot on that place,' he stated flatly. 'Does the captain not know the stories?'

      'Either he doesn't know or he doesn't believe them, John,' Thoms appeared equally uncomfortable with the decision. 'But Gass does have good shingle, perfect for ballast.'

      'No,' Pratt shook his head. 'I'll go to the captain and tell him. He'll listen to me, eh?'

      'You'll say nothing, John,' Thoms told him, nearly smiling. 'You haven't the grit to question the captain.'

      'What stories?' I asked. 'What's wrong with Gass Skerry? It is dangerous?'

      Pratt looked at me, but a nudge from Thoms prevented him from speaking.

      'What stories?' I repeated, but there was a yell from forward and young Mitchell scurried to me with a bleeding hand to be stitched. By the time I returned on deck Captain Milne was back in his customary position in the stern and I knew that Pratt would say nothing in front of authority.

      

      Orkney rose before us in a display of low cliffs and recently ploughed fields. The farmhouses were lonely under a graveyard sky, but oxymoronically cosy with the drift of smoke from chimneys. A score of fishing boats clustered companionably a mile or so to the south.

      'There,' Milne pointed with his chin. 'That's where you're headed, Mister Cosgrove.'

      Gass Skerry was around half a mile offshore, a great curving bank of shingle and rock from which a straggle of sea birds soared. It looked innocuous enough to me, save for the breakers that crashed along the shore and the never-ending suck and surge of the sea.

      'God save us all,' Thoms repeated endlessly. 'God save us all.' But when I looked at him he closed his mouth and said nothing, although his knuckles were white on Lady Balgay's rail.

      'Captain Milne,' Pratt had been ordered to go with me, but he shook his head, staring at the skerry as he obviously gathered his courage to speak. 'We can't go there, sir. Don't you know the stories?'

      'What?' Milne's face darkened. 'Are you challenging my command of this ship?'

      Pratt stood with his head down and his hands twisting together in front of him. He was the most humble of mariners, always willing to obey any order, so I knew it had taken a lot for him to speak up. Captain Milne stepped to within a foot from him, nearly pressing his face against that of the old seaman.

      'No, sir,' Pratt shook his head, 'but Gass Skerry…'

      'You'll obey my bloody orders the instant I give them!' Captain Milne kept his voice low and those uncanny green eyes fixed on Pratt's. His hands were deep in the pockets of his tattered jacket and his chin out thrust. 'Get in that boat and do as you're told.' Although it hardly rose above a whisper there was no mistaking the authority in the captain's voice.

      I could see Pratt hesitated and I could nearly read his mind as he debated whether to obey orders or remain on board. He glanced from Captain Milne to the shingle bank on which the surf bounced and echoed.

      'Is there nowhere else, Captain?' There was nearly a whine in his voice.

      'No.'

      'Come on, John,' Thoms urged quietly. 'There's no help for it.'

      'But, Captain,' Pratt gave a last despairing plea. 'You must know the stories, eh?'

      'I know superstitious nonsense, Pratt!' Captain Milne looked away for a second, then adjusted his cap so it sat square on top of his head. 'Listen John, I do know the tales, but I don't believe them, and neither should you. I also know that Lady Balgay is riding light, so we need to trim her if we're to reach the seal fisheries, and this skerry has the finest ballast for two hundred miles.'

      'Yes, Captain.' Pratt nodded. He obviously appreciated Captain Milne's tactful explanation. 'But the stories?'

      'Damn and blast the stories, Pratt!' Captain's Milne's brittle patience snapped. 'Get in that bloody boat and do your duty! You too Mr Surgeon! Move!'

      I nodded assent as, moaning softly, Pratt gave a last imploring glance to the captain and nodded reluctant acceptance. He fingered the scrimshaw mermaid that was suspended on a leather thong around his neck and muttered something under his breath.

      Watching him closely, Captain Milne grunted but did not leave his position on the deck.

      Both the small dinghy and the larger whaleboat sat bottom-up on deck, but it took only minutes for the hands to upend the dinghy and lower it over the side. While Thoms held the boat secure with a boathook, Pratt, nearly sixty but more agile than most landsmen of twenty, scrambled over the rail and took the forward oars. Mitchell followed, holding out a hand to help me. With every eye in Lady Balgay watching, I moved as quickly as I could to avoid becoming a figure of fun.

      'Take your time, Mr Cosgrove,' Thoms advised, showing the first concern that I had experienced since coming on board. 'No sense in taking a tumble when you can take your time.'

      'Mr Cosgrove,' Captain Milne leaned down from the rail, a mere three feet away, 'you take charge. Bring back as much shingle ballast as you can carry, and don't listen to Pratt's nonsense. Don't allow him to get off with anything. You understand?'

      Glancing at Pratt, I could only nod, knowing that I was certainly not qualified to lead these hard-bitten men. 'Yes, captain.'

      'Aye. He's a good seaman, but…' Milne did not finish the sentence. 'And mind you don't capsize the boat, you hear?'

      'Yes, Captain,' I repeated.

      'These boats cost money and I won't be buying another this side of the Tay, that's for certain sure.' Spitting into the sea, Milne turned away.

      I had thought that Lady Balgay had been unsteady, but she seemed a haven of security compared to the mad gyrations of the dinghy. I gasped in sudden agitation, grabbing at the bulwark for balance and allowed Thoms to settle me on a thwart.

      'All right, Doctor. Sit yourself down now.'

      Taking a deep breath to steady my frayed nerves, I grasped an oar, hoping that I would not be disgraced in this simple nautical skill.

      'Have you rowed before, sir?' Thoms asked, and looked relieved when I nodded false confidence. 'Then you'll be fine. Where on the shoal shall we beach?'

      'Wherever is easiest, Mr Thoms.' I had long decided it would be best to treat the crew with as much respect as I could, in the somewhat forlorn hope they would do the same for me. 'I'll be guided by whatever advice you care to give.' I looked to Pratt for help, but the bearded man looked away, saying nothing. I noticed that his hands were trembling and wondered if he was genuinely nervous about landing at Gass Skerry, or if he was still suffering withdrawal symptoms from the alcoholic excesses of shore life.

      'It's a bit breezy!' I tried again as a wave exploded against the prow of the boat and sent a bucketful of spray inboard. Nobody replied, but young Robert Mitchell gave a small nod and a nervous half smile.

      A pair of oystercatchers circled overhead as we approached the shoal, and a host of black-backed gulls screamed in discordant chorus around the boat. Pratt glanced up, ignoring the spindrift that spattered from the prow as he handled his oar with a casual nonchalance that did not square with his unequivocal anxiety. 'They birds are warning us about something.'

      Thoms looked upward to the lowering sky. 'Maybe they're saying the weather's about to change.'

      'No, it's not that, Tommy. They're warning us not to land. Should we not return to Lady Balgay, Dr Cosgrove?'

      I hesitated, not being used to giving nautical advice. 'I'm afraid not, Mr Pratt. We must all follow the captain's orders.'

      'But Dr Cosgrove…'

      'Shut up, John. The doctor can't do anything about it. We'll be all right.' Thoms nodded to me. 'You just work your oar, Doctor, and leave the rest to us.'

      I nodded, thankful for Thoms' intervention, and tried to concentrate on rowing. With the swell so steep, I found it hard to get the angle of the oar correct as I pulled through the water, and I was terrified that I would catch a succession of crabs that would lead to ridicule from these leather-faced men.

      The gulls massed above us, beaks open, wings spread like wavering white crucifixes, their eyes unblinking, remorseless. One swooped downward, nearly catching Pratt with its talons.

      'They're definitely upset,' Pratt said, resting on his oars as he ducked.

      'They're only bloody birds,' Mitchell sounded scornful. 'They can't tell us anything.'

      Pratt glowered at him. 'Thank you for your unwanted opinion,' he said, 'gained after days of experience.' He spat into the wind. 'You have to read the signs at sea, young Rab. Listen to the birds and the wind; understand the sky and most of all, feel the ship or you won't last very long. That's what's wrong with you youngsters nowadays with your new-fangled gramophones, steam ships and electric lights. Spoiled, that's what you are.' His glower included me, as if youth was to blame for every ill in the world.

      Mitchell coloured and ducked his head, sulking in shamed silence as a single gull landed on the prow, preening its feathers as it watched the toiling men.

      'Now that bastard is deciding which one of us to peck at first,' Pratt said gloomily, but nobody replied.

      Gass Skerry was larger than I had thought; a great semi-circle of shifting shingle and gaunt black rock all fringed by crashing surf. For a moment I was back in the university anatomy lectures, with the shovels posing as a blunt scalpel, the rock as the bones of a corpse and the shingle as the decaying flesh. The thought was unpleasant and I shook it away and concentrated on finding the best place to land. The seaward side was obviously useless, for the surf scoured savagely at the shingle and withdrew, sucking backward so violently I knew the dingy would be overturned.

      'We're not landing there,' I announced and steered around the northern tip of the skerry until we could ease into the lee side. The water calmed immediately, and the boat glided in the sudden shelter. Half a mile away, the Mainland of Orkney beckoned with the farms now welcoming and the fields more familiar than the sea.

      'Shall we bring her ashore here, Mr Cosgrove?' Thoms asked diplomatically and I nodded.

      'It looks best to me.'

      We hit the shingle with a rush, the keel digging deep into the sea-smoothed pebbles, and the men leaped out, yelling for me to join them and help drag the dinghy away from murmuring waves. Again Pratt fingered his scrimshaw mermaid.

      'Don't haul the boat too far up,' Thoms warned. 'She'll be a damned sight heavier when we come to pull her off.' He looked around, his face distorted as he slithered up the sliding shingle. 'Ugly place this.'

      I was more ambivalent; ugliness was in the mind, rather than in the eye of the beholder and this skerry could have been far worse. When a sudden shaft of sunlight lightened the atmosphere I found the place fascinating, a place of black rock and variegated grey and white stones set against the silver and blue backdrop of the sea. In the centre, rising high above anything else and surmounting a large cairn, a single pole nodded to the blast of the wind.

      'I don't think this place is ugly at all,' I gave a tentative opinion, looking for support from Mitchell.

      'It's ugly all right,' Pratt spoke first. 'It's ugly in every possible way.' He swore as he unloaded the shovels from the boat, testing them for weight and choosing the lightest before he combed his beard with stubby fingers. 'It's not a place I would have chosen for ballast, that's for certain.' He shrugged as if attempting to push the fear from his mind; it remained to haunt his eyes. 'I only hope that the story doesn't spread.'

      'What story?' Mitchell asked, flinching when Pratt raised an admonitory fist.

      'Never you mind, you work shy little bastard. You just get on with the shovelling.' Pratt paused, sliding his shovel just under the surface of the shingle. 'Right, we'll just throw it directly into the boat; makes it easier that way.'

      About to nod agreement, I stopped. Although I was very aware of my lack of years and experience, I had no intention of allowing any mere foc'sle seaman, even one with Pratt's grey hairs, to make decisions that should belong to me. 'No,' I spoke loudly to carry my voice above the noise of the waves. 'We will fill the sacks I have brought.'

      'You've brought sacks?' Pratt stared at me in disbelief, 'for bloody ballast?'

      Thoms shook his head. 'The captain won't like that, Mr Cosgrove. He won't like that at all.'

      'It will be easier to carry in sacks,' I explained as patiently as I could, 'and we'll dig over there,' I pointed to the cairn that rose prominently in front of us, where the seagulls voiced a rising clamour of protest.

      'Not there.' Pratt's voice was high pitched and for a moment I thought he was going to run back to the boat as he glanced first at the cairn and then behind him. Instead he shook his head so violently I swear I heard his teeth rattle. 'Not ever from there.'

      'It's easier,' I pointed out, reasonably I thought. 'There's less bending so it's easier for the back.'

      'Jesus!' Pratt screwed up his face in disgust. 'Do you any have bloody idea what you're doing?'

      'I have the idea that Captain Milne put me in command,' I reminded, lifting my shovel. 'Come along Robert; you can hold the bag for me, while Mr Thoms and Mr Pratt work together.'

      Glancing toward Pratt as if for confirmation, Mitchell ducked his head and followed, clutching a small pile of sacks.

      'I'm not going near that place!' Pratt shouted, 'and neither should you!'

      Ignoring him, I winked at Mitchell and carried on, with my boots sliding on the shingle and the wind ruffling pleasantly through my hair.

      The cairn was taller than I had expected, a full eight feet in height, with a base of large stones that tapered to a crumbling apex of small pebbles. 'I wonder what this was for,' I tried to make conversation with Mitchell. The stones shifted under my boots when I thrust my shovel into the shingle, 'maybe it is some sort of marker?'

      Mitchell held open the sack. 'Maybe, sir. I don't know.' He was silent for a few moments as I filled his sack. 'It could be a sea mark, Doctor Cosgrove, something to help fishing boats find their way home.'

      'You could be right, Robert. It could have been built here to mark the skerry.' I shovelled a load of small pebbles into Mitchell's sack and raised my voice against the wind. 'What do you think, Mr Thoms? What was this mound for?'

      Thoms looked over. He was digging a good thirty feet away, with Pratt keeping his back turned in protest as he held open a sack. 'I'm not sure,' he said, but there was something in his voice that convinced me he was lying.

      'Do you have any idea, Mr Pratt?'

      'I think you'd be best to leave it well alone,' Pratt said. He turned around but did not look directly at me, or at the cairn. 'You'll not find me touching that thing, Mr Cosgrove, and if you've half the sense you should have, you'll leave it well alone. Bloody well alone.'

      Just as Pratt finished complaining, I had a very unsettling experience that stayed with me for the remainder of my stay on that skerry. Perhaps it was the angle of the light, but for an instant I thought I saw a woman walking across the shingle toward me, her face shaded but sunlight silhouetting her statuesque body as through a transparent dress. I blinked and glanced away, but when I looked again she had vanished; there was nothing but the sky, the shingle and the circling, screaming seabirds.

      'Did you see that?' I asked, but Pratt was still swearing foully, resolutely staring out to sea, where a mist was rising between the skerry and Lady Balgay.

      'See what? I can see that bloody mist!'

      'All right, Mr Pratt,' I decided. I was not quite sure what to make of Pratt, but that vision was a bit disturbing. I shook away the feeling and decided that either I was sleeping badly or I needed a tonic. All the same, I thought it best not to antagonise the men further. 'If you are so adamant, we'll just take the shingle from round about, rather than the cairn itself.'

      'A bit further away would be better, Mr Cosgrove.' Pratt was shaking his head with surprising obstinacy. 'As far away as possible would be best of all.'

      'We'll take it from here.' I made my voice as severe as possible, for I had bent far enough to this old man's superstition, and that mist was getting thicker. I had no desire to be stuck on this godforsaken island if visibility deteriorated and the tide rose. 'Come on; the captain is waiting.' I thrust in the shovel but staggered at the weight of the load. I was a doctor, not a labourer, but I must show no weakness to the men.

      At least one of the men was not as naive as I had hoped. 'Dr Cosgrove,' Thoms said tactfully. 'It's not right that you should do the manual work. Best leave that to young Rab.'

      About to uphold my authority by persisting with my shovelling, I noticed the expression of near terror on Pratt's face and relented. Thoms was correct: I had no need to prove anything; furthermore, my duty was to care for the mental stability of these men just as much as their physical well-being. 'If this cairn is here as a marker,' I announced grandly, 'maybe it would be best to dig elsewhere. We don't want the pole to topple for lack of support.'

      I was more than curious when I saw Pratt's sudden relief.

      'That's a good idea, Doctor. The shingle is better over here.' The old man guided me to his oh-so-much superior shingle, nearly dragging me away from the central mound.

      'You dig, Rab, and the doctor can hold the sacks, eh?'

      Seagulls circled as we worked, endlessly screaming, occasionally diving so that their dark shadow flitted briefly across the backs of the men who toiled below.

      'I wish these bloody birds would go away,' Pratt glanced upward, his eyes rolling back in his head. 'I don't like their constant crying, like some damned soul calling for eternal rest.'

      'They're just birds, John.' Thoms rested for a second on the handle of the shovel. 'They're nothing but bloody, useless bloody birds.'

      'So why can't they go and catch some fish or something?' Pratt ducked as a gull swooped low overhead, its outspread wings nearly touching the top of his head. 'Did you see that? It tried to peck my eyes out.'

      'Wish it would peck your bloody tongue out,' Thoms said. 'It might keep you quiet for a while. Moan and complain; that's all you ever do!'

      I hid my grin; gratuitous insults were so normal on Lady Balgay that I considered them as healthy banter. I had been right to move away from the cairn for the ballast; the men were obviously more cheerful for the sake of those few yards. I did not like the look of that mist though, hazing the sea and creeping slowly toward us. I wondered if the woman had disappeared into it and grunted at my own imagination. Obviously, I told myself, I had spent too much time in Pratt's company.

      Light rain was falling as we dragged the boat back into the water before loading the sacks. Despite the late-winter chill we were all sweating, although the men were used to working every bit as hard on board Lady Balgay.

      'Ballast, by Christ! I'll ballast Captain bloody Milne, given the chance.' Thoms hauled another sack onto the dinghy, swearing mightily as Pratt mumbled under his breath and fingered his scrimshaw mermaid. Only Mitchell said nothing, but I think that he was more overawed by the older men than anything else. When all the sacks were on the boat, I nodded to Thoms.

      'That's the last now, Mr Thoms. We'll be back on board soon.'

      Thoms spat into the sea. 'Aye. So what? We're just exchanging one type of work for another. Why did I not choose to work in a mill?'

      'They wouldn't bloody have a bald old bugger like you, that's why.' Pratt glowered at him. 'Come on Tommy, let's get away from here.'
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        He that will not sail until all dangers are over will never put to sea

        THOMAS FULLER

      

      

      

      As Thoms had predicted, Captain Milne snarled at us for the time we had taken, and for loading sacks rather than just shovelling the shingle directly into the boat. 'Bloody longshore amateurs,' he spat over the side and thrust his cap forward over his eyes before jerking his thumb at Learmonth the bosun. 'Leerie, take two men and the whaler; bring me another load.'

      'Aye, sir,' Learmonth nodded to Donaldson and Mackie, two men so inseparable they could almost have been brothers. 'You two are with me.'

      'We shouldn't have taken it,' Pratt was still unhappy as he dragged the first sack on board Lady Balgay. When he released it the shingle slithered onto the deck and lay damp and glistening under the cold sun. 'Not from there.'

      'Will you keep your mouth shut?' Captain Milne snarled at him. 'You'll unsettle the men with your nonsense. Now, give a hand here.'

      'They deserve to know,' Pratt backed off from the next sack, his hands held in front of him, palm upward, 'and I'm not touching that. Not ever. It should not be on the ship.' He faced the captain. 'It's still not too late, Captain. But we can't just throw the damned stuff overboard. We'll have to replace it exactly where we got it.'

      'Why?' I had wanted to ask that question ever since I first heard Pratt complain, but now I could not contain myself. 'What is the story of Gass Skerry, Mr Pratt?' and Pratt's eyes brightened at the chance to unburden himself.

      'It's old…' he began, but Captain Milne stepped in front of him, rocking back on his heels so he was within an inch of the taller man and with his stare stabbing into Pratt's eyes.

      'You're a superstitious old bugger, Pratt, and I warn you to keep your nonsense to yourself.'

      'The lads ought to know,' Pratt insisted, until Captain Milne leaned closer, forcing Pratt to retreat until his back was hard against the mainmast. The captain dropped his voice to a menacing hiss.

      'If you repeat one word of your fairy tales, Pratt, I'll personally gut you, and throw the remains to the fish. You know that I mean exactly what I say, don't you?'

      There was a moment's silence as Pratt licked his lips. He looked from me to Captain Milne and back.

      'Don't you, Pratt?' Captain Milne balled his fists. His eyes were cloudy green.

      'Yes, Captain.' Pratt nodded, his head moving in a succession of rapid, uncoordinated jerks. Sweat was running from his forehead.

      'All right. Here's to help you remember.' Without any seeming effort, Milne landed a succession of swinging punches into Pratt's stomach, so the older seamen doubled up, gasping with pain. As he slid down the mast, Milne stepped back, aimed and landed a vicious kick into his ribs, following up by pressing the sole of his boot on Pratt's throat.

      'You won't forget, will you, Pratt?'

      'For God's sake…' I stepped forward to stop the violence, but Learmonth grabbed my shoulder.

      'Best not interfere, Mr Cosgrove.'

      'He'll kill him…' I began.

      'No.' Learmonth shook his head. 'Think where we are, Mr Cosgrove, and what our situation is. There's no King's Regulations here, and no policeman at the corner of the street if things go wrong. There's only the captain's authority, or anarchy. Duty or mutiny, remember? Is there any other way Captain Milne can exercise his will?'

      I restrained myself, looking around; this was not the hushed halls of Edinburgh University, nor even the policed streets of Dundee. Bleak grey waves rose on three sides, hissing as the wind whipped off the tops, tumbling in on themselves and gathering strength for a renewed assault on Lady Balgay. On the fourth side, Gass Skerry brooded under its booming surf, a trap to mariners and a vicious full stop to hundreds of miles of ocean. Anarchy out here would mean a horrible death of broken men and splintered wood. If the captain's authority was overturned, there was nothing to replace it. However brutal Learmonth's advice was, he was probably correct; primitive places required primitive action.

      Captain Milne stepped back, breathing easily. 'Are there any questions, Pratt?'

      'No, sir.' Pratt looked up, his eyes wild and both hands at his throat.

      'Good. That's settled then. Now, empty the damned sacks into the holds, and carefully, in case the stuff tears a hole in my ship!'

      'Yes, Captain.' Pratt nodded weakly. I lent him my arm to help him struggle upright.

      'Get it done now!' Captain Milne's sudden bellow echoed around the ship.

      Knocking back the battens that secured the hatch cover, Thoms and Pratt stared into the hollow blackness of the hold as the wafting air brought a stench of dampness. Dragging the first sack across the deck, Thom upended it so the shingle roared onto the bare planks ten feet below, spreading out in a grey and white mass, half seen in the dark. The second sack load followed, and the third, each one over a hundredweight, each one helping the trim of Lady Balgay, but each one adding to Pratt's patent misery.

      'Speed that up, damn you!' Captain Milne's roar shook the halliards. 'Here's the bosun nearly finished and you're still emptying sacks! I want to catch this wind while we can!'

      It took the rest of that day to load the ballast, and I was utterly exhausted when at last I withdrew to my bunk. I waited for a few moments for Pratt to come to have his injuries attended, but he seemed to accept them as part of shipboard life and did not complain.

      'He'll be all right,' Learmonth told me, unconcerned. 'He's been at sea a long time. Let it pass now.'

      About to protest, I realised that nobody else had even mentioned the incident and gave a reluctant nod. It was obvious that I had a lot to learn about working with seamen.

      In such a small craft, living accommodation was scarce, so I shared a cabin with Learmonth the bosun, who also doubled as mate. Little more than a cubbyhole, six feet long by five broad, the cabin had less than five feet of headroom except under the deck light, which allowed an extra four inches. I am a whisper less than five feet ten so I had to move in a half crouch at all times or risk concussion from frequent collision with the deck beams above. As the bunk and the desk occupied nearly all the room, Learmonth and I took it in turns to sleep, sharing the watch keeping duties. Already after only a week at sea, the bedding was damp and the cabin stank of wet clothes, wet boots and wet socks.

      To be honest, I was relieved that Pratt had not turned up, for I was in no fit state to attend a patient. I groaned, massaging my aching muscles, and collapsed on to the bunk without removing my boots or clothes. This was not how I had imagined life as a surgeon aboard a sealing vessel, but all the same, I knew I was lucky, for the rest of the crew crowded into the forecastle, or foc'sle as they pronounced it. This was a cabin that was only twice the size of mine but which held eight men. I tried not to imagine the squalor in which the crew lived as I closed my eyes. Instead I saw shovels hacking into piles of shingle, a grey sea that stretched forever and, shadowy at the periphery of my vision, the shape of an approaching woman. I knew I was not yet dreaming, but the figure was neither real nor unreal, an ephemeral creature whose origins I could not fathom.

      The fear was immediate and unreasonable, yet tinged with some sensual fascination that was nearly as powerful. I knew without question that she was the woman from the skerry, and I tried to shout out even as I watched those wide hips swaying tantalisingly and her head held quizzically to one side.

      'Who are you?' My voice was little more than a whisper in the void as she approached, walking with a well-defined roll. 'What do you want?'

      Although she came closer I could not make out her face. It was if she was veiled, hiding her identity from me even as she offered me the pleasures of her body. I called out again.

      'Jennifer? Is that you?' I reached out for her yearningly, but then somebody took hold of my shoulder and shook savagely.

      'Your watch!' Captain Milne stood over me, smiling sourly as water dripped slowly from his cap to form a small puddle on the single blanket. 'Just keep the same course and call me if anything untoward happens.' He nodded, eyes grave. 'Don't try anything on your own, Mr Cosgrove.'

      The woman had vanished and chill reality blasted in from the open door of the cabin. 'Is that the time already?' I staggered up and swore loudly as I banged my head on the solid deck beams above.

      'That's the time.'

      Captain Milne stepped aside as the bosun took my place on the bunk, folded his arms behind his head and closed his eyes. 'I'll see you at dawn, Mr Surgeon.'

      The sea seemed to be particularly malicious that night, tossing Lady Balgay in a series of lumbering jolts that sent me staggering from the cabin to the stern. Momentarily hunching in the imaginary shelter of the smokestack, I wished fervently that I was home in Dundee with my wife. That glimpse of the veiled woman in my dream had brought everything hauntingly back, and if I inhaled deeply I could imagine Jennifer's perfume, rather than the tar, soot and damp canvas smell of the ketch.

      God but I missed her; her touch, her voice, her scent, her presence, her humour and that low, throaty chuckle the meaning of which I was just beginning to understand.

      I listened to the moan of the wind through the rigging and the constant slap of waves against the hull, fought the churning sickness in my stomach and waited in passive misery for my watch to pass. I had expected that life at sea would be hard work, but had hoped for a tinge of romance, instead there was nothing but the constant tedium of paperwork combined with sheer muscle ripping labour. At best I was a petty clerk; at worst an itinerant, undervalued labourer.

      Why in God's name had I ever come out here?

      As a rogue wave baptised my watch with a cold bathful of the North Atlantic, I lurched and swore, using words that would never have entered my head a few days before. At that time I did not realise how much I was changing, but now, looking back, I can see how Lady Balgay was altering me in subtle, ugly steps so I was descending the long ladder from gentleman to what I am today. She was the catalyst, that terrible, tantalising, terrifying siren from the skerry. God help us all.

      I approached the helmsman as he stood watching the stars above and the compass in the binnacle.

      'Your watch, Dr Cosgrove?'

      'It is;' I recognised Soutar, one of the steadiest men aboard.

      'Aye,' Soutar nodded. 'You'll be all right.' There was a moment's pause as he made a minute adjustment to his course. 'I don't think it's right for a doctor to be doing the manual tasks.' He hesitated for a second and shrugged, shifting a quid of tobacco from one side of his mouth to the other. 'Still, I expect the captain knows best.' He allowed me to place a hand on the spokes of the wheel. 'Can you feel the way she handles now? She's deeper in the water, so she's got more of a bite. That's what this new ballast has done for her.'

      'She was too light before,' I reminded, still half asleep.

      'That's for certain sure,' Soutar nodded his head but did not meet my eye as he repeated, 'I expect the captain knows best. That's why he's the captain.'

      I could tell he was unhappy and decided to probe a little. 'What do you think of that affair with Pratt?' I could trust Soutar to steer a straight course even while he spoke.

      He shrugged. 'Pratt shouldn't have argued with the captain. Everybody knows that you don't disagree with Captain Milne.' He checked the stars again and spat a long stream of brown tobacco juice into the wind.

      'Is the captain that dangerous?' I asked.

      'He's not a man you want to cross.' Soutar said solemnly. 'He's a fine seaman though; none better. If anybody can find seals, Captain Milne can. That's why he's the last surviving sealing captain in Dundee. He always brings the ship home, and he always finds the seal fish.'

      When Soutar ducked his head to the binnacle, a gust of chill wind sent stinging spindrift across the taffrail to splash on to my back. I shivered, very aware of the huge expanse of sea all around.

      'I am glad about that,' I tried to smile, which is not easy when one is wet and cold. 'I made a promise to my wife that I would come home safe.'

      The wind had increased even since I had come on deck, and now a squall struck us, howling through the rigging like a tormented soul. Soutar placed his feet even more firmly on the deck and tightened his grip on the wheel. His knuckles shone white against the varnished wood.

      'Well, you're in good hands, Mr Cosgrove, as long as you do what you're told.' He looked upward and all around. 'I wouldn't like to be John Pratt though. Not now.'

      'Why is that?' I waited until Soutar relaxed a little, although his eyes were never still as they checked the stars, the rigging and the compass in a ceaseless circle of movement. However calm he appeared, Soutar was aware of everything that was happening in the ship and within the radius of his vision. 'Why would you not like to be Mr Pratt?'

      Soutar shook his head, frowning. 'Captain Milne won't forget John stood up to him, that's why. He's not finished with old John yet. Not ever on this voyage.' He glanced at me again. 'Don't argue with Captain Milne, Mr Cosgrove,' he repeated once more. 'Not if you value your health.'

      I nodded, reliving again the sudden violence of Milne's attack on Pratt, and the manner in which the old seaman had accepted the blows without retaliating. It was more surprising because Pratt was taller by at least four inches and must have accumulated a vast amount of brawling experience throughout his life. 'I'll remember that,' I said.

      Soutar shifted his tobacco and squirted another stream over the side. 'Best to, Mr Cosgrove.' He was silent for a long moment but when he spoke, his voice was low, as if he was scared of being overheard on that wind-tormented deck in the wastes of the northern Atlantic.

      'We should be glad that Captain Milne is in charge, Mr Cosgrove, for some of the boys are unhappy to sail on a ship with nothing to drink; and there was that crow on the deckhouse just before we sailed…' he shook his head again. 'And then that nonsense over the ballast. I only hope that this is a short voyage.'

      I looked at him, shaking my head. I knew that seamen used to be superstitious, but surely not in this twentieth century? Perhaps there were still some old salts such as John Pratt, but he was a product of an earlier age, a nineteenth century seaman nearing the end of his time at sea. 'I am sure that we'll be all right.'

      Soutar adjusted the wheel slightly as the wind altered. 'I've been at sea for upwards of twenty years, Mister Cosgrove, and I've seen many bad things, but I've never been on a dry ship and…' he looked astern, where our wake was white and straight across the dark sea. 'I'll be glad to get back to the Tay, Doctor, and that's all that I'm saying.'

      In the overcast, gusty night there was no need to hide my smile, but I was a surgeon, trained to obey the laws of science, and then I had no place for fantasy, superstition or luck, good or bad. 'Well, Mr Soutar, let's hope that you are wrong and we enjoy an uneventful voyage.'

      Soutar eyed me for only a second before transferring his attention to the ship. 'Aye, Mr Cosgrove, we can only hope.' He was silent for a while, and then glanced to starboard. 'Sweet God in heaven, Mr Cosgrove! Look at that!'

      A subtle shaft of moonlight had penetrated the clouds to gleam on the white sails of another ship.

      'Where the hell did she come from? And she's making straight for us!'
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