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Praise for Alan Furst


‘Competitors despair. Alan Furst’s mastery of the espionage novel puts him beyond any would-be rival … No one does it better than Furst and Dark Voyage is about as good as it gets. First class in every department’


Literary Review


‘The eccentric wanderers with their strange histories, the shadowy life in the wings of the theatre of war are pure Casablanca … tension, excitement and the cat and mouse of naval warfare are Furst’s primary business’


Observer


‘Alan Furst writes brilliantly about wartime Europe’


Economist


‘Aside from Furst’s considerable powers as a storyteller, he offers not simply colour but a convincing, three-dimensional sense of time, place and … of complex political struggle. With Furst at his best, as with the best of John le Carré, the reader is gripped by a tale which is at bottom serious rather than simply diverting’


Times Literary Supplement


‘The streamlined clarity with which Dark Voyage pulls all this together is extraordinary … The Baltic action of Dark Voyage is so stunningly intricate and dangerous … that the book’s map of the region becomes essential reading … Dark Voyage is vintage cinema already’


Scotsman


‘A leisurely beginning gradually builds to a tense finale, making this a rare slice of suspense fiction that’s as pleasurable to read as it is intelligent’


Mail on Sunday


‘[Furst] is a consummate writer, his style lyrical and elegant, his story-telling taut and suspenseful, his characters authentic and beautifully rendered … Combining action, romance and nostalgia, Dark Voyage is as good a novel about that dark time for the world as ever a reader will come across’



Irish Examiner (Cork)




Dark Voyage


Alan Furst
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In the first nineteen months of European war, from September, 1939 to March of 1941, the island nation of Britain and her allies lost, to U-boat, air and sea attack, to mines and maritime disaster, one thousand, five hundred and ninety-six merchant vessels.


It was the job of the Intelligence Division of the Royal Navy to stop it, and so, on the last day of April 1941 …




Under Spanish Flag




In the port of Tangier, on the last day of April, 1941, the fall of the Mediterranean evening was, as always, subtle and slow. Broken cloud, the colour of dark fire in the last of the sunset, drifted over the hills above the port, and streetlamps lit the quay that lined the waterfront. A white city, and steep; alleys, souks, and cafés, their patrons gathering for love and business as the light faded away. Out in the harbour, a Spanish destroyer, the Almirante Cruz, stood at anchor among the merchant steamers, hulls streaked with rust, angular deck cranes hard silhouettes in the dusk.


On board the tramp freighter Noordendam, of the Netherlands Hyperion Line, the radio room was like an oven and the Egyptian radio officer, known as Mr Ali, wore only a sleeveless undershirt and baggy silk underdrawers. He sat tilted back in his swivel chair, smoking a cigarette in an ivory holder and reading a slim, filthy novel in beautifully marbled covers. From time to time, he would remove his gold spectacles and wipe his face with a cloth, but he hardly noticed. He was used to the heat, the effect of a full day’s sun on the ship’s steel plate, and, come to that, used to these ports, hellholes always, Aden or Batavia, Shanghai or Tangier, and he was much absorbed in the noisy pleasures of the people in his novel. On the wireless telegraph before him, a grey wall of switches and dials, the ether crackled with static, his duty watch had less than an hour to run, and he was at peace with the world.


Then, from the static, a signal. On the BAMS frequency – Broadcasting for Allied Merchant Ships – and, he thought, far out at sea. He set the book face down on the work shelf below the radio, put on the headphones and, with delicate thumb and forefinger, adjusted the dial for the strongest reception.


Q, Q, Q, Q.


For this message he didn’t need the BAMS codebook – not since May of 1940 he didn’t. It meant I am being attacked by an enemy ship and he’d heard it all too often. Here it came again, the operator fast and heavy on the key. And again, and again. Poor man, he thought. His fellow radio operator on some battered old merchantman, tapping out his final message, his ship confronted by a surfaced submarine or an E-boat raider, the shot already across her bows or her engine room torn apart by a torpedo.


What Mr Ali could do, he did. Opened the radio logbook, noted the date and the time, and recorded the anonymous cry for help. DeHaan, captain of the Noordendam, would see it when he put the ship to bed for the night – he never failed to check the logbook before going to his cabin. If they had been at sea, Mr Ali would have notified the captain immediately but now, in port, there was no point. Nothing they could do, nothing anyone could do. It was a big ocean, British sea power concentrated on the convoy routes, there was nobody to challenge the enemy or pick up survivors. The ship would die alone.


The signal went on for a time, fifty seconds by the clock on the radio array, and likely went on longer still, perhaps sending the name of the ship and its coordinates, but the transmission disappeared, lost in the rising and falling howl of a jammed frequency. Bastards. Mr Ali watched the clock; five minutes, six, until the jamming stopped, replaced by empty air. He was taking the headphones off when the signal returned. Once only, and weaker now, the ship’s electrical system was almost gone. Q, Q, Q, Q, then silence.


DeHaan, at that moment, was ashore – had just left the gangway of the harbour launch and approached a battle-scarred Citroën parked on the pier, Taxi Tarzan painted on its door, its Moorish driver stretched out in the back, hands clasped beneath his head, for his evening nap. DeHaan looked at his watch and decided to walk. The rue Raisuli was supposedly just beyond the Bab el-Marsa, Gate of the Port, which he could see in the distance. He had been invited – ordered, he thought, that was the honest word – to a dinner given by a man called Hoek. Other than the fact that such things never happened, a perfectly normal request, so, one had better go. Put on the shore uniform – double-breasted navy blazer over a soft grey shirt and dark wool trousers, and the tie, blue with a silver spaniel – and go.


He walked purposefully along the quay, thanking his stars as he passed a Norwegian tanker berthed at the pier and caught the rich aroma of aviation fuel. Of all the ways he didn’t want to die. DeHaan was tall, seemed tall, and lean, with strength in the arms and shoulders. Regular features: a North Sea face, grey eyes, sometimes cold, sometimes warm, with seafarer’s lines webbed at the corners, and rough, fair hair, almost brown, its first grey – he’d just turned forty-one – visible in sunlight. A certain lift to this face; pride, maybe, of profession not position – good as any man, better than none. Thin lips, not far from a smile, that Dutch set of the mouth which found the world a far more eccentric, and finally amusing, place than its German versions to the east. He had big hands, appreciated by women, who’d told him about it. Surprise to DeHaan, that idea, but not unwelcome.


Should he have worn his uniform? The Hyperion Line had one, plain and blue, for their captains, traditional on the first day of a voyage and never seen again, but DeHaan disliked the thing. It wasn’t, to him, a real uniform, and a real uniform was what he’d wanted. In May of 1940, when the conquering Germans had stripped out the filing cabinets of the Royal Dutch Navy administration building in The Hague, they’d surely found, and just as surely refiled for their own purposes, the 1938 application of one DeHaan, Eric Mathias, virtually begging for a commission, and service on a destroyer, or torpedo boat, or anything, really, that shot.


He walked past the railway station and, a few minutes later, entered the narrow streets behind the Bab el-Marsa gate – another world. Fragrant, the Maghreb. Stronger than he remembered; twenty-five years at sea, he thought, and too many ports. Fresh orange peel on the cobbled street, burning charcoal and – grilled kidney? He rather thought it was, nothing else quite smelled like that. Ancient drains, cumin, incense. And hashish, nothing else quite smelled like that. A scent encountered now and again aboard the Noordendam, but one mostly ignored it, as long as the men weren’t on watch. He was himself, as it happened, not entirely innocent of such things, the stuff had been one of what Arlette called her vile little pleasures. One of many. They’d used it one night in her room in the rue Lamartine, balancing tiny morsels on a burning cigarette end in an ashtray and sucking up the smoke through a tightly rolled hundred-drachma note he’d found in his pocket. Then they’d made ferocious and wildly chaotic – Ah, this! No, this! But what about this? – love, after which he’d fallen dead asleep for ten hours then woke to make Arlette a colossal Dutch pancake swimming in butter.


In the rue Raisuli, Arab music from a dozen radios, and two Spanish Guardia, in their Napoleonic leather hats, strolling along in a way that told the world they owned the street. Which, officially, they did. Tangier had been since 1906 an International Zone, a free port trading in currency, boys and espionage. Now Spain had taken control of the city, incorporated into Spanish Morocco, which meant that Casablanca was French, ruled from Vichy, and Tangier Spanish, and neutral, and governed by Madrid. But DeHaan and everybody else knew better. It was, like Paris, one of those cities emphatically owned by the people who lived in it. And how, DeHaan wondered, did Mijnheer Hoek fit into all this? Trader? Emigré? Decadent? All three? Number 18 in the rue Raisuli turned out to be a restaurant, Al Mounia, but not the sort of restaurant where important people gave private dinners.


DeHaan parted the bead curtain, stepped inside, and stood there for a moment, looking lost. This can’t be right, he thought. Tile floor, bare wooden tables, a few customers, more than one reading a newspaper with dinner. Then a man he took to be the proprietor came gliding up to him, DeHaan said, ‘Monsieur Hoek?’ and that turned out to be the magic phrase. The man clapped his hands twice and a waiter took DeHaan through the restaurant and out the back, into a courtyard bounded by tenements where life went on at full pitch; six storeys of white laundry hung on lines strung across the sky, six storeys of families eating dinner by open windows. From there, DeHaan was led through a damp tunnel into a second courtyard, an unlit, silent courtyard, then down an alley to a heavy, elaborately carved door. The waiter knocked, and went on his way as a voice from within called out, ‘Entrez.’


Inside, a small, square room with no windows and, except for a ceiling painted as the night sky – blue background, gold dots for stars, a silver sickle moon on the horizon – there was only fabric. Carpets covered the walls and the floor, a circle of hassocks was gathered around a low table with a brass tray that occupied most of its surface. As DeHaan entered, a man seated in a wheelchair – made entirely of wood except for rubber tyres on the spoked wheels – extended his hand and said, ‘Captain DeHaan, welcome, thank you for coming, I am Marius Hoek.’ Hoek had a powerful grip. In his fifties, he was pale as a ghost, with sheared fair hair and glasses that went opaque, catching the light of a lamp in the corner, as he looked up at DeHaan.


Rising from their hassocks to greet him, the other dinner guests: a woman in a chalk-stripe suit and a dark shirt, a man in the uniform of a Dutch naval officer, and Wim Terhouven, owner of the Netherlands Hyperion Line – his employer. DeHaan turned to Terhouven, as though for explanation, and found him much amused, all sly grin, at the prospect of the famously composed Captain DeHaan, who couldn’t imagine what the hell was going on and showed it. ‘Hello, Eric,’ Terhouven said, taking DeHaan’s hand in his. ‘The bad penny always turns up, eh?’ He patted DeHaan on the shoulder, don’t worry, m’boy, and said, ‘May I present Juffrouw, ah, Wilhelm?’


Formally, DeHaan shook her hand. ‘Just Wilhelm will do,’ she said. ‘Everybody calls me that.’ She wore no make-up, had fine, delicate features, was about thirty-five years old, he guessed, with thick, honey-gold hair cut very short and parted on the side.


‘And,’ Terhouven said, ‘this is Commander Hendryk Leiden.’


Leiden was broad and bulky, bald halfway back, with a drinker’s purplish nose, a sailor’s wind-chapped complexion, and a full beard. ‘Good to meet you, Captain,’ he said.


‘Come and sit down,’ Terhouven said. ‘Enjoy the walk over here?’


DeHaan nodded. ‘It’s the same restaurant?’


‘The private room – who says it has to be upstairs?’ He laughed. ‘And, on the way, a taste of the real Tangier, assassins behind every door.’


‘Well, that or couscous.’


Wilhelm liked the joke. ‘It’s good, Al Mounia, a local favourite.’


DeHaan lowered himself onto a hassock as Terhouven poured him a glass of gin from an old-fashioned ceramic jug. ‘Classic stuff,’ he said.


‘They sell this in Tangier?’


Terhouven snorted. He had a devil’s beard and the eyes to go with it. ‘Not this they don’t. This came across on a trawler in May of ’40 and flew with me all the way from London, just for your party. Real Geneva, made in Schiedam.’ He tapped the label, hand-lettered and fired into the glazed surface.


‘My friends,’ Leiden said, ‘with your permission.’ He stood, glass held high, and the others, except for Hoek, followed his example. Leiden paused for a long moment, then said, ‘De Nederland.’ In one voice, they echoed his words, and DeHaan saw that Hoek, knuckles white where his hand gripped the arm of the hair, had raised himself off the seat to honour the toast. They drank next to victory, Hoek’s offering, and, from Wilhelm, success in new ventures, as Terhouven caught DeHaan’s eye and gave him a conspiratorial flick of the eyebrows. Then it was up to DeHaan, who’d been desperate for the right words from the moment Leiden lifted his glass. Finally, as the others turned to him in expectation, he said, quietly, ‘Well then, to absent friends.’ This was conventional and well worn but, on that night, with those friends in Europe held by barbed wire and searchlights, it came back to life.


Terhouven said, ‘Amen to that,’ and began to refill the glasses. When he was done he said, ‘I propose we drink to Captain Eric DeHaan, our guest of honour, who I know you will come to appreciate as I have.’ DeHaan lowered his eyes, and was more than grateful when the toast had been drunk and the group returned to conversation.


Terhouven told the story of his flight from London, on a Sunderland flying boat, his fellow passengers mostly men with briefcases who were rather pointedly disinclined to make conversation. A night-time journey, hours of it, ‘just waiting for the Luftwaffe’. But then, ‘the most beautiful dawn sky, somewhere off the coast of Spain, the sea turning blue beneath us’.


Hoek glanced at his watch. ‘Dinner should appear any moment now,’ he said. ‘I took the liberty of ordering – I hope you don’t mind, it’s better if you give them time.’ A good idea, it seemed, they were happy enough to wait, the table talk wandering here and there. You had to be Dutch, DeHaan thought, to know that the gin was at work. Not much to be seen on the exterior, everyone calm and thoughtful, attentive, in no hurry to take the floor. They were, after all, strangers, for the most part, together for an evening in a foreign city, who shared little more than citizenship in a conquered nation and, its corollary, a certain quiet anger common to those who cannot go home.


‘Years since I’ve been back,’ Hoek said to Terhouven. ‘Came out here in, oh, 1927. Looking for opportunity.’ An unvoiced naturally lingered at the end of his sentence – Holland was a trading nation which had, for centuries, used the whole world as its office, so commerce in foreign climes was something of a national commonplace. ‘And I found a way to buy a small brokerage, in ores and minerals, then built it up over the years. They mine lead and iron, in the south, and there’s graphite, cobalt, antimony, asbestos. That’s in addition to the phosphates, of course. That pays the rent.’


DeHaan knew about the phosphates, Morocco’s main export. The Noordendam, as it happened, was scheduled to call at Safi, the port serving Marrakesh on the Atlantic coast, to take on a bulk cargo from the Khouribga mines. So, DeHaan thought, it all made sense, didn’t it – his boss flying down from exile in London, taking his life in his hands, to bring a jug of Dutch gin to celebrate the loading of one of his freighters. Well, all will, in time, be explained. In fact, he had a pretty good idea what was going on, he was simply anxious to hear the details.


‘So, your family’s here, with you,’ Terhouven said.


‘Oh yes,’ Hoek said. ‘Good-size family.’


DeHaan thought he saw a flicker of amusement in Wilhelm’s eyes, an expression on her face he could only describe as not smiling.


Terhouven, making conversation, asked her how long she’d been in Tangier.


‘Mmm, not so long, a few years maybe, if you add it all up. I was in Paris, after the war, Juan-les-Pins in the summers, then here, then back to Paris, Istanbul for a while, then back here.’


‘A restless soul.’ Terhouven knew her type.


She shrugged. ‘A change of light. And people, I suppose.’


‘You’re an artist,’ Terhouven said, it wasn’t exactly an accusation.


‘After a fashion.’


‘After nothing,’ Hoek said firmly. ‘And nobody. She’s shown in Paris and New York, though she won’t tell you that.’


‘In oils?’ DeHaan said, meaning not oils, of course.


‘No. Gouache, principally, though lately I’m back to charcoal pencil.’ She took a cigarette from a tortoiseshell case with Bacchus and girlfriend on the lid, tapped it twice, and lit it with a steel lighter. ‘Back to life drawing.’ She shook her head and smiled ruefully that such an odd thing should be so.


At the door, a firm knock, and three waiters with trays.


The dinner was served in traditional dishes set out on the low table. Bowls of aromatic yellow soup, soft bread still hot from the oven, a grandiose pastilla – minced pigeon breast and almonds in pastry leaves, a platter of stewed lamb and vegetables. Once the dishes were set down, glasses packed with crushed mint leaves were filled with boiling water, poured ritually by the chief waiter, who raised and lowered the spout of a silver flagon as the stream curved into the glass. When he was done, the waiter said, ‘Shall we remain to serve you?’


‘Thank you,’ Hoek said, ‘but I think we’ll manage by ourselves.’


This was in French, which DeHaan understood, some of the time, and also spoke, some of the time, and in his own particular way – ‘the French of a beast’, according to Arlette. He had good German and English, like almost everyone in Holland, and, a year earlier, after the invasion, he had added to his forty-book library a Russian grammar. He had no professional, or political, reason for this, it was more akin to chess, or crossword puzzles, a way to occupy the mind in the long hours off-watch, when he needed to distract himself from the captain’s eternal obsession: every beat of the engine, every tremor and creak of the ship, his ship, at sea. Thus he found an absorbing if difficult pastime, though in addition to studying the grammar he’d more than once fallen asleep on it, and showered it with ashes, sea water, coffee and cocoa, but, a Russian book, it endured, and survived.


Terhouven, seated next to him, said, ‘How was Paramaribo?’ He tore himself a length of bread, took a piece of lamb from the platter, studied it, then swished it through the sauce and put it on the bread.


‘It’s the rainy season – a steambath when it stops.’ They’d taken a cargo of greenheart and mora wood, used for wharves and docks, from Dutch Guiana up to the Spanish port of La Coruña, then sailed in ballast – mostly water but some scrap iron – for Tangier.


‘Lose anybody?’


‘Only one, an oiler. A Finn, or so his book said. Good oiler, but a terrible drunk. Hit people – he was pretty good at that too. I tried to buy him out of jail, but they wouldn’t do it.’


‘In Paramaribo? They wouldn’t take a bribe?’


‘He hit a pimp, a barman, a bouncer, a cop and a jailer.’


‘Christ!’ A moment later, Terhouven smiled. ‘In that order?’


DeHaan nodded.


Terhouven finished his lamb and bread, wiped his mouth, then made a face ‘Too dumb to live, some people. You replace him?’


‘Couldn’t be done. So, as of this evening, we’re at forty-two.’


‘You can sail with forty-two.’


‘We can.’ But we need more and you know it.


‘It’s the war,’ Terhouven said.


‘Pretty bad, lately, everybody’s undermanned, especially in the engine room. On a lot of ships, when they reach port, they have the crew on deck after midnight, waiting for the drunks to come out of the bars. “Climb aboard, mate, we get bacon twice a day.”’


‘Or somebody gets hit on the head, and wakes up at sea.’


‘Yes, that too.’


Terhouven looked over the tray to see if there was anything else worth eating. ‘Tell me, Eric, how come no uniform?’


‘All I knew was “a dinner”, so …’


‘Is it wrecked?’


‘No, it lives.’


‘You can have another made here, you know.’


Across the table, Wilhelm said to Hoek, ‘Well, I went to the flower market but he wasn’t there.’


DeHaan was done with dinner, had had all he wanted and liked it well enough. He’d been everywhere in the world and eaten bravely, but he could never quite forget his last plate of fried potatoes and mayonnaise in a waterfront café in Rotterdam. He took out a packet of small cigars – a Dutch brand called North State, cigarette-shaped but longer, the colour of dark chocolate – and offered it to Terhouven, who declined, then lit one for himself, inhaled the brutal smoke and coughed with pleasure. ‘Wim,’ he said, ‘what is this dinner about?’


Terhouven hesitated, was about to tell all, then didn’t. ‘The Hyperion Line is going to war, Eric, and the first step is taken here, tonight. As for the details, why not wait and see – don’t spoil the surprise.’


The waiters returned, the first holding the door, the second bearing a tray piled high with mounds of little pastries that glistened with honey, the third carrying two bottles of champagne in buckets of ice. He raised the buckets proudly and grinned at the dinner guests. ‘Celebration!’ he said. ‘Open both bottles?’


‘Please,’ Hoek said.


When the waiters left, Hoek opened the briefcase by his feet and unfolded a Dutch flag, red, white and blue in horizontal bars, took it by the corners and held it above his head. Commander Leiden rose and drew from an inner pocket a sheet of good paper with several typed paragraphs, cleared his throat, and stood at attention. ‘Captain DeHaan,’ he said, ‘would you stand facing me, please?’ From somewhere in the neighbourhood, the sound of whining Arabic music was faintly audible.


Leiden, in a formal voice, began to read. This was admiralty language, stern and flowery and impressively antique – herebys and whereases and shall not fails, a high wall of words. But plain enough to DeHaan, who blinked once but that was all: Leiden was administering the oath of enlistment in the Royal Dutch Navy. DeHaan raised his right hand, repeated the phrases as directed, and swore his life away. That done, the conclusion was not long in coming. ‘Therefore, in the name of Her Royal Majesty, Queen Wilhelmina, and by order of the Commissioners of the Admiralty of the Royal Naval Forces of the Netherlands, it is our pleasure to appoint to commission the present Eric, Mathias, DeHaan, to the rank of Lieutenant Commander, in the sure and certain knowledge that he shall perform with full honour and endeavour …’


It went on for a time, then Leiden shook his hand and said, ‘You may salute, now,’ which DeHaan did, and Leiden returned the salute as Terhouven and Wilhelm applauded.


Looking at Terhouven, DeHaan saw a joker’s delight, thought, why no uniform indeed, you sly bastard, but saw also eyes that shone brighter than they should.


They ate the pastries and drank the champagne and talked about the war. Then, at midnight, the man who worked as Hoek’s attendant and chauffeur, a pink-cheeked émigré called Herbert, arrived and Wilhelm and Hoek left them. They could hear the chair bumping along the cobbled alley towards a car parked in a nearby square.


‘Quite a character,’ Leiden said. ‘Our Mijnheer Hoek.’


‘A big heart in him,’ Terhouven said.


‘Surely that.’ Leiden paused to finish the last of his champagne. ‘He has never married, officially, but it’s said that two of his servants are actually his wives, and that the children in the house are his. It’s not unknown here. In fact, if he were Mohammedan, he could have four wives.’


‘Four wives.’ From his tone of voice, Terhouven was considering the domestic, not the erotic, implications.


‘Only two, for Hoek, and it’s no more than gossip,’ Leiden said. ‘But he does maintain a large household, which he can easily afford.’


‘Well,’ DeHaan said, ‘why not.’


‘We agree. Whatever their peculiarities, you soon discover, as part of a government in exile, the importance of patriots who have their wealth abroad.’


‘And want to spend it,’ Terhouven said.


‘Yes, but not only that. What you saw here tonight was the North African station of the Royal Dutch Navy’s Bureau of Naval Intelligence.’


Terhouven and DeHaan were silent, then Terhouven said, ‘May one ask how you found them?’


One may not – but Leiden never said it. Terhouven was himself a patriot of this category and that, by the slimmest of margins, bought him an answer. ‘They volunteered – at the consul’s office in Casablanca. There were others, of course, more than you’d expect, but these two we decided we could trust. If not to be good at it, at least to be quiet. This sort of connection excites people, in the beginning, and they simply must tell, you know, “just one friend”.’ He spoke the last words in the voice of the indiscreet, then turned to DeHaan and said, ‘You can depend on them, of course, but one of the axioms of this work is that you don’t abandon your, ah, best instincts.’


DeHaan began to understand the dinner. For a time, he’d thought he might be asked to serve on one of the Dutch warships that had escaped capture in 1940 and gone on to fight alongside the British navy. Now he knew better. Yes, he was newly a Luitenant ter Zee 1ste Klasse, but – and Terhouven’s presence confirmed his suspicion – it was the Noordendam that was going to war.


‘And Wilhelm?’ Terhouven said.


‘Our wireless/telegraph operator. And, just as important, she knows people – émigrés and Moroccans, plain folk and otherwise. An artist, you see, can turn up anywhere and talk to anyone and nobody cares. Very useful, if you’re us. She was among the first to apply, I should add, and her father was a senior officer in the army. So, maybe it’s true, blood will tell and all that.’


‘Are they to give me orders?’ DeHaan said, not sounding as neutral as he thought.


‘No. They will help you – you will need their help – and they may serve as a retransmission station for our instructions to you.’


‘Which are?’


‘What we want you to do, and this is the broad answer, is to carry on the war. We, which is to say Section IIIA of the Admiralty General Staff, currently find ourselves crammed into two small rooms in D’Arblay Street, in Soho. Some of us have to share desks, but, frankly, we never had all that much space in The Hague, and we’d learned, over the years, to accept a certain, insignificance. With Holland a neutral state, as she’d been in the Great War, the government had better things to do with its money than to buy intelligence. We had the naval attachés in the embassies, ran a small operation now and again, watched a few ports. Then the roof fell in and we lost the war in four days – the army hadn’t fought since 1830, nobody anticipated attacks by parachute and glider, the queen sailed away, and we surrendered. We were humiliated, and, if we didn’t believe that, the British found ways to let us know it was true. In their eyes, we stood with the French, the Belgians, and the Danes – not the “brave but outmanned Greeks”.


‘So now, in London, we are left to simmer in the exile stew – de Gaulle demands this, the Belgians want that, the Dutch navy turns the heat down and wears sweaters, because gas is expensive. Thank God, is all I can say, for our tugboat rescue service and for the ships of our merchant fleet, which sail, and are too often lost, in the Atlantic convoys. But Britain needs more – she needs America is what she really needs but they’re not ready to fight – and now she has decided, and we may have given her a little help in seeing it, that she needs us. D’Arblay Street, thus we need our friend Terhouven here, and we need you. Special missions, Lieutenant Commander DeHaan, at which you shall succeed. Thereby casting some very timely glory on Holland, the Royal Navy, and its beloved Section IIIA. So then, will it be “yes” or “no”? “Maybe”, unfortunately, is at present not available.’


DeHaan took a moment to answer. ‘Is the Noordendam to be armed?’


This was not a bad guess. Germany had armed merchant freighters and they’d been more than efficient. Sailing under false flags, with guns cleverly concealed, they approached unsuspecting ships, then showed their true colours, took the crews prisoner and sank the ships or sent them off to Germany. One such raider had recently captured an entire Norwegian whaling fleet, which mattered because whale oil was converted to glycerine, used for explosives.


But Leiden smiled and shook his head. ‘Not that we wouldn’t like to, but no.’


‘Well, of course I’ll do it, whatever it is,’ DeHaan said. ‘What about my crew?’


‘What about them? They serve on the Noordendam, under your command.’


DeHaan nodded, as though that were the answer. In fact, such business as Leiden had in mind was first of all secret, but sailors went ashore, got drunk and told whores, or anybody in a bar, their life story.


Leiden leaned forward and lowered his voice – now the truth. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘the fact is that all Dutch merchant ships that survived the invasion are to come under the control of what’s called the Netherlands Ministry of Shipping, and most will then be under the management of British companies, which would put the Noordendam in convoy on the Halifax run, or down around the Cape of Good Hope and up the Suez Canal to the British naval base at Alexandria. But that won’t happen because the Royal Dutch Navy has chartered her from the Hyperion Line, at a rate of one guilder a year, with a Dutch naval officer in command.’


DeHaan saw that Leiden and Terhouven were looking at him, waiting for a reaction. ‘Well, it seems we’ve been honoured,’ he said, meaning no irony at all. They truly had been, to be chosen in this way, though he suspected it would be honour bought at a high price.


‘You have,’ Terhouven said. Now live up to it.


‘It’s not final,’ Leiden said, ‘but there’s a good possibility that your sister ships will be run by British companies.’


‘Lot of nerve, they have,’ Terhouven said. ‘What’s the old saying – “nation of pirates”?’


‘Yes,’ DeHaan said. ‘Like us.’


They all had a laugh out of that. ‘Well, it’s just for the duration,’ Leiden said.


‘No doubt,’ Terhouven said sourly. The Netherlands Hyperion Line had come into existence in 1918, with Terhouven and his brother first chartering, then buying, at a very good price, a German freighter awarded as part of war reparations to France. Governments and ship-owners, over the centuries, forever had their noses in each other’s business – bloody noses often the result.


‘You’ve been at this a long time,’ DeHaan said to Leiden.


‘Since 1916, as a young ensign. I tried to get out, once or twice, but they wouldn’t let me go.’


This was not necessarily good news to DeHaan, who’d taken some comfort in Leiden’s being, from the look of him, an old seadog. But now Leiden went on to describe himself as ‘an old deskdog’, waiting a beat for a chuckle that never came.


‘Haven’t been to sea all that much. Not at all, really,’ Leiden said. Then smiled in recollection and added, ‘We never got out of Holland – six of us from the section – until August. Sneaked down into Belgium one hot night and stole a little fishing smack, in Knokke-le-Zoute. Hardly any fuel in the damn thing – that’s how the Germans keep them on the leash – but there was a sail aboard and we managed to get it rigged. All of us were in uniform, mind you, because we didn’t want to get shot as spies if they caught us. We drifted around in the dark for a time – there was a good, heavy sea running that night – while our two amateur sailing enthusiasts had a, spirited discussion about which way to go. Then we realized what we looked like, “bathtub full of admirals” somebody said, and we had to laugh. Office navy, that’s us.’


DeHaan glanced at Terhouven and saw that they’d both managed polite smiles – Leiden may have been ‘office navy’ but they were not. Terhouven said, ‘Might as well kill this,’ and shared out the last of the gin, while DeHaan fired up one of his cigars.


‘All right,’ Leiden said, acknowledging a comment that had not actually been spoken, ‘maybe we’d better get down to business.’


It was after two in the morning when they left the little room and walked back down the rue Raisuli, which had grown steeper during dinner. Terhouven and Leiden were staying at a private home near the Mendoubia gardens, while DeHaan was heading for the waterfront. It was a warm night, a spring night, with a breeze off the water and a certain lilt to the air, well known to the town’s poets but never named. Anyhow, the cats were out, and the radios turned down – likely out of consideration for the neighbours.


A man in a doorway, the hood of his djellaba up so that it shadowed his face, cleared his throat as they passed by and, when he had their attention said, ‘Bonsoir, messieurs,’ his voice cheerful and inviting. He hesitated a moment, as though they knew who he was and what he was there for, then said, ‘Messieurs? Le goût français, ou le goût anglais?’


It took DeHaan a moment to think that through, while a puzzled Terhouven said, ‘Pardon?’


‘Le goût’, DeHaan said, ‘means taste, preference, and français means that it is a woman you have a taste for.’


‘Oh,’ Terhouven said. ‘I see. Well, gentlemen, it’s on the Hyperion Line, if you care to make a night of it.’


‘Another time, perhaps,’ Leiden said.


They came, a few minutes later, to the rue es-Seghin, where they would part company. Terhouven said goodbye, adding that they might be able to meet the following day. Leiden shook hands with DeHaan and said, ‘Good luck, then.’ He held DeHaan’s hand a moment longer, said, ‘We …’ but did not go on. Finally he said, ‘Well, good luck,’ and turned away. He was, as he’d been all night, bluff and brisk, professional, yet just for an instant there’d been an edge of emotion to him, as though he knew he would never see DeHaan again, and Terhouven’s glance, over the shoulder as he walked off, confirmed it.


DeHaan headed for the Bab el-Marsa and the port. Le goût hollandais, he thought. Drunk and lonely and sent off to die at sea. But he found that thought offensive and made himself take it back. In the North Atlantic, and everywhere in Europe, all sorts of people had their lives in their hands that night but there was always room for one more, and as to who would see the end of the war and who wouldn’t, that was up to the stars. When DeHaan was fifteen, his father, captain of the schooner Helma J., had gone copra trading in the Celebes Sea, taking rafts up the jungle rivers, buying at native villages, bringing the copra out in burlap sacks. Then one day he went up the wrong river and was never seen again and, for a horribly awkward half-hour, the head of the Helma J. syndicate had sat in their parlour in Rotterdam, staring at the floor, mumbling ‘Poor man, poor man, his luck ran out,’ and leaving an envelope on the hall table. One year later, through floods of his mother’s tears, DeHaan had gone to sea.


It was almost three in the morning by the time DeHaan reached the dock. The port launch was long ago tied up for the night but his chief mate had sent the Noordendam’s cutter for him, crewed by two ABs, who wished him good evening and started the engine. DeHaan sat silent in the bow as they chugged off through the harbour swell, past dead fish and oil slicks lit by moonlight.


0800 Hrs. 4 May 1941. 35° 12’ N/6° 10’ W, course SSW. Low cloud, light NE swell, w/wves 4/6 feet. No vessels sighted. All well on board. J. Ratter, First Officer.


For the time being, he thought, reading the first officer’s entry as he began the forenoon watch, which ran from eight to twelve in the morning. A traditional captain’s watch, like the four-to-eight, and the dreaded midwatch. Midnight to four, which called for endless mugs of coffee, as one stared into the night and waited for dawn, but he’d never sailed on a ship where it was any other way. At ‘the hour of the wolf’, when life flickered, and sometimes went out, a captain had to be on his bridge.


He said good morning to the new helmsman – always an AB, able-bodied seaman – at the wheel, and saw that Ratter hadn’t gone down to his cabin at the end of his watch but was out on the starboard wing of the bridge, sweeping the horizon with his binoculars. U-boats might well be out hunting, even this close to the British air cover from Gibraltar, and from the open deck of the bridge wing you could see much better than on the enclosed bridge. Not that it mattered, DeHaan thought, they couldn’t run and they couldn’t fight. They could break radio silence, a hard-and-fast rule for merchant ships since the beginning of the war, but that wouldn’t save the Noordendam.


Still, despite the war, despite anything, really, it eased his heart to be back at sea.


The Atlantic on a spring morning, six miles off the coast of Africa. Low cloud bank on the horizon, grey, shifting sky, sea the colour of polished lead, stiff breeze from the north-east trades, gulls swooping and crying at the stern as they waited for the breakfast leftovers. The real world, to DeHaan, and reassuring after the strange dinner four nights earlier. The good jacket was back in his locker, and DeHaan was himself again – faded denim shirt rolled up above the elbows, grey canvas trousers, tie-up leather ankle boots with rubber soles. And a single badge of authority: a captain’s hat, a very old and hard-worn friend – the gold stitching of the Hyperion Line insignia, twisted rope in the shape of an H, faintly green from years of salt air – which he wore with peak tilted slightly over his right eye. A good Swiss watch on a leather strap, and that was that.


Done with his survey of the horizon, Ratter came in off the wing deck and said, ‘Morning, Cap’n.’


‘Johannes.’


Ratter was in his thirties, with a long, handsome, serious face and dark hair. Three years earlier, he’d lost an eye in a wheat-dust explosion on the Altmaar, one of the Noordendam’s sister ships. There’d been no glass eye for him at the hospital in Rangoon, so he’d worn a black eye-patch on a black band ever since. He was a good officer, conscientious and bright, who had long had his master’s papers and should have had his own ship by now, but the financial contractions of the 1930s had made that impossible.


‘Service at oh nine hundred?’ he said.


‘Yes,’ DeHaan said. It was Sunday morning, and an inviolable shipping tradition called for him to conduct a Divine Service, followed by captain’s inspection. He didn’t mind the latter so much, though he saw through all the tricks, but the former was a burden. ‘Compulsory today,’ DeHaan added. ‘That means everybody. You already have the bridge, and you can keep the helmsman. Kovacz will take the engine room’ – Kovacz, a Pole, was his chief engineer – ‘and I want everybody else on the foredeck.’


‘All right,’ Ratter said. ‘Full crew.’


DeHaan turned to the helmsman. ‘Come a point to starboard, and signal half speed.’


‘Aye, sir. Point to starboard, half speed.’ He turned the wheel – highly polished teak, an elegant survivor of the East India trade – and shifted the lever on the engine-room telegraph to Half Speed Ahead. From the engine room, two bells, which confirmed the order.


‘I’m going to have to make a speech,’ DeHaan said, clearly not happy about it.


Ratter looked at him. This never happened.


‘We’re not going to Safi for phosphates.’


‘No?’


‘We’re going to Rio de Oro,’ DeHaan said, using the official name for the strip of coastal sand known commonly as the Spanish Sahara. ‘Anchoring off Villa Cisneros – and I don’t want to get there much before nightfall, so, save the oil.’ After a moment he added, ‘We’re changing identities, you might as well know it now.’


Ratter nodded. Very well, whatever you say. ‘Liberty for the crew?’


‘No, they stay aboard. They all got ashore in Tangier, so they won’t take it too hard.’


‘They won’t, and, even if they grumble, it’s Mauritania, whatever the Spaniards call it, and you know what they think about that.’


DeHaan knew. Sailors’ mythology had it that seamen on liberty in the more remote ports of north-west Africa had been known to disappear. Kidnapped, the stories went, and chained to stepped wooden wheels, treadmills, in the lost villages of the desert interior, where they were worked to death pumping water from deep wells.


‘We’ll have the local bumboats,’ DeHaan said. ‘Crew will have to make do with that. And put the word out that we’re due for a long cruise, so, if they need anything …’


The mess boy came tramping up the ladderway – metal steps, too steep for a stairway but not quite a ladder – that led to the bridge. Known as Cornelius, he thought he was fifteen years old. He was, if that was true, small for his age, pale and scrawny. He’d grown up, he said, on the island of Texel and had first gone to sea on the herring boats at the age of nine. And running away to sea, according to Cornelius, had greatly improved his lot in life.


‘Breakfast, Cap’n,’ he said, offering a tray.


‘Why thank you, Cornelius,’ DeHaan said. Ratter had to turn away to keep from laughing. DeHaan’s breakfast was a mug of strong coffee and a slab of mealy grey bread spread thickly with margarine, which bore, at its edge, the deep imprint of a small thumb.


DeHaan chewed away at the bread and sipped the coffee and stared out at the low cloud on the horizon. In a moment, he’d go back to his cabin, read through the Divine Service – from a stapled booklet, dated Sunday to Sunday, provided by the Hyperion Line – and jot down what to say to the assembled crew. But, for the time being, with bread and coffee, Ratter’s silent presence, and fair weather, it was a pleasure to do nothing. The bridge was his true home on the ship – or, really, anywhere in the world. A sacred space, no clutter allowed. Only the helm, engine-room telegraph, brass speaking tube to the engine room with a tin whistle on a chain around its neck, compass mounted in a brass binnacle – a waist-high stand, signal flags in wooden compartments that climbed the port bulkhead, and an arc of grand, square windows in mahogany frames. Access was by doorways that led to the bridge wings, and a ladderway to the deck below – to the chartroom, captain’s and officers’ quarters, wardroom, and officers’ mess.


DeHaan permitted himself time for half his coffee, then said, ‘Well, I guess I have to go to work. Just keep it nice and slow, south-south-west at one-ninety degrees, and stay six-off-the-coast.’ The phrase meant beyond the five-mile limit, international waters. ‘We’re running west of Morocco for the next few hours but, technically anyhow, that’s Vichy France.’


Ratter confirmed the order.


DeHaan took one last sip of coffee, then another, but he couldn’t leave. ‘I just want you to know,’ he said, ‘that we’re really in it now, and it’s me who put us there. Maybe something had to happen, sooner or later, but it’s going to be sooner, and somebody’s going to get hurt.’


Ratter shrugged. ‘That’s the war, Eric, you can’t get away from it.’ He was silent for a time, the only sound on the bridge the distant beat of the engine. ‘Anyhow, whatever it is,’ he said, ‘we’ll come through.’


The wind blew hard on the forward deck, waves breaking at the bow, sun in and out of a troubled sky. The crew stood in ranks for the Divine Service, their heads uncovered, hats held in both hands. Kees, the Noordendam’s second mate, a stolid, pipe-smoking classic of the merchant service, counted heads, counted again, and went off to retrieve a couple of convinced atheists skulking in the crew’s quarters.


Divine Service was meant to be vague and ecumenical: for Lascar and Malay crews from the East Indies, Moslems – as Mr Ali was thought to be, though in fact he was a Coptic Christian – for Catholics, for everybody; a few simple words addressed to an understanding and comprehensive God. But DeHaan knew the services to have been written by the Terhouven family pastor, a Dutch Reformed minister in Rotterdam with a pronounced taste for Protestant gloom. Thus that day’s service was based on the words of Martin Luther: ‘Everyone must do his own believing, as he will have to do his own dying.’ Given the speech that DeHaan would be making after the service, the worst possible choice, but this was not the moment to improvise.


Belief mattered, went the homily, one had to have faith in the ways of the Lord, one had to be compassionate, to express this faith by charity towards one’s fellow man. A reading of Psalms 93 and 96 came next, followed by a recitation of the reverend’s chief work, The Seaman’s Prayer – a stormy, nightbound opus that made at least some of the men flinch. The word storm was not to be said at sea, lest there be one about, which, on hearing the mention of its name, came to see who was calling. After a minute of silent prayer, as most of the men bowed their heads, the service was over.


‘Men,’ DeHaan said, ‘before you are dismissed for captain’s inspection, I must say a few words to you.’ DeHaan cleared his throat, consulted his notes, then held them behind his back. ‘We all know that half the world is at war, that we face a powerful and determined enemy. Over the next few weeks, the Noordendam and its crew will take part in this struggle by participating in a secret mission. Secret – I emphasize the word. It may be dangerous, you may be called on to take up duties which are not usual to you, but I know you will do what has to be done. I know you are capable, I know you are brave, and now you may be called on to prove it. During this time, you will remain aboard ship. Your officers and I will do everything we can to make life easier for you, but you are to expect the unexpected, and meet whatever happens with all your experience and skill.


‘We will be anchoring off Rio de Oro later today, and the bumboat men will be coming to the ship, as usual. For those who may need a little extra money to buy the necessaries, you may call on Mr Ratter, for the deckhands, or Mr Kovacz, for the engine-room crew. I would like to end this talk by saying “If you have questions, ask me,” but I would not be able to answer. I have always been proud of Noordendam and her crew, and I know you won’t disappoint me. What we do, we do for those at home, in Holland, in Europe, wherever they are.’ He let them think it over for a moment, then said, ‘Those of you on watch can return to duty, the captain’s inspection will begin at ten hundred hours.’


Thank God that’s over. He wondered what they’d thought about it. Some of the men had met his eyes – you can count on me. Perhaps they’d lost friends or family in the Rotterdam bombing – when Holland had virtually lost the war – an object lesson from stern Papa Germany. Some of the men had stared at their shoes, while one or two seemed angry: at the enemy, at their captain, at life; there was no way to know.


Maybe a third of them had no idea what he’d said, because they didn’t speak Dutch, but their mates would find a way to explain it to them. The language of the merchant service was pidgin English, some three hundred words that got seamen through their daily duties and life below deck. A number of them couldn’t read or write, particularly the oilers and firemen in the engine-room crew. Former stokers, most of them, from the days before steamships had converted to oil, their hands seamed with black lines where cuts and blisters had healed over coal dust. There were a few communists, some secret, some not, supposedly on Hitler’s side since the pact of 1939, and a few who didn’t think the Nazi doctrines were all that wrong. But, in the end, they were all sailors, who couldn’t leave the life of the ships because they were – and they would say it just this way – married to the sea. A hard life, seen from the shore, brutal and dangerous and, often enough, mortal. Even so, it was in their blood, and it was the only life they wanted to live.
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