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Draw a line due south from the Bishop Rock lighthouse, on the Scilly Isles. And a second line, south by a quarter west from Penninis Head on St Mary’s. Where the two intersect, some seventeen miles away, and about eighty-five miles off the most westerly corner of France, there is a boat …










Chapter 1


“D’you get whales round here?”


“Not often,” replied the boatman.


“Well, I think I can see one straight ahead,” said Albert. He peered through his binoculars at the black shape, just showing above the waves on the horizon.


“Here, ’ave a look.”


The boatman balanced himself so that he was holding the wheel steady with the weight of his chest against it. He focused Albert’s binoculars.


“Whale, me darlin’? That’s yer bloody rock.”


Albert almost snatched the binoculars back.


“Where’s the trees, then?”


“Trees, me darlin’? Yer couldn’t grow old there, let alone grass’t ’un such.”


The rock became larger, starker and uglier.


“I thought all the Scilly Isles had trees and flowers,” persisted Albert. He refused to believe his legacy island was barren.


“I ’spect they was there once,” said the boatman. “They probably fell off the first time the wind blowed.”


“Are you sure that this is Foul Rock? You couldn’t have made a mistake?”


The boatman smiled. “Been coming out here a long time, son. There’s only one Foul Rock around here—and that’s it.”


He manoeuvred the launch into a small cove on the western end of the island. From close up, it looked even bleaker. It was interesting only near the water’s edge where seaweed hung over the salt-whitened rocks.


“I can’t get right inshore. Have to jump. Pick a clean rock or that kelp’ll tip yer into the ’oggin. I’ll be back to pick yer up at about four this afternoon … By the way,” the boatman became suddenly concerned. “Don’t go swimmin’, or nothin’ like that on yer own. I’d hate to lose a payin’ customer.”


“See you,” shouted Albert, as he jumped ashore. “Don’t bloody well forget me, will you?”


It was a hot June day. The sea was gently rattling the pebbles at the water’s edge as the boat reversed away.


“Those crummy travel brochures,” thought Albert as he began his hike across his kingdom. “Come to the Scilly Isles. Palm trees, long sandy beaches, flowers. Castles an’ greenhouses. Botanical gardens. Swimmin’ pools an’ lagoons. And what do I get? A bleedin’ quarry. Not even a dandelion.” He was suddenly surprised to find himself half-way along the Island. He had taken just seventy-five paces. He looked around him. He was standing on the highest point, a smooth plateau twenty feet above the high-tide mark. He could have thrown a stone into the sea in any direction. It was only thirty-seven and a half yards to his left and right. And another seventy-five yards ahead.


“Flaming ’ell,” he said quietly. “Not a grovelling peasant in sight.”


A movement on a small rock a few yards out in the rippled sea caught his eye.


“Me loyal subjects.”


He examined them. They examined back. A pair of cormorants watched him like vultures. A tatty herring-gull, with a distinctive limp, eyed him with apprehension from a shrivelled clump of seaweed.


Albert swept them a regal bow.


“Me Lord, Lady and Gen’leman, your king is abdicating.”


One look was enough. He made up his mind to return to St Mary’s. But, by the time he’d picked his way back to the beach, through the rocky crevices, he found the boatman was well out of calling range. He could just see the launch, a diminishing dot on the horizon. Albert cursed the arrangement he’d made. Now he was stuck on the rock until evening.


“Shit!” he said. He filled his lungs and shouted the word, loudly. “SHH-II-TT!” The two cormorants swirled into the air in panic, collided and collapsed in a tangled heap into the sea. The dilapidated gull took two drunken limps while watching him over its shoulder, and stunned itself on a rocky outcrop.


“Take the day off,” Albert decreed. “Albert the First’s having a Royal shufty.”


The King pushed his hands into the back pockets of his jeans and booted a large pebble into the water. He resumed his slow tour of his domain. “What a slagheap,” he thought. It was then that he spotted the power-boat, a blue dart tugging at its moorings in the calm water of a cove. He started towards it.


“ ‘Ello,” said Albert. “Somebody’s towing me island away. Bit of a bloody sauce. Pirates. I just got ’ere in time. Call out the guard. KERR-RIST!”


A long, brown girl was lying twenty yards away against a wave-planed rock; so brown she was almost perfectly camouflaged alongside the kelp that hung in broad ribbons near the waterline. She glistened where the sunlight mirrored off the sea onto her oiled body.


She was sleek. Slim waisted and slim thighed. Her blonde hair was caught in a pony tail. She was nude—very. She lay back, her head pillowed in her hands. Her breasts, girlish and rounded, were as richly-tanned as the rest of her.


Albert looked. She was alone. As a collector of girls, he realised that this one was a desirable specimen. He thumbed through a mental catalogue.


“Vintage: about seventeen. October, probably. Moneyed, ’cos of the boat. High school—no, boarding school. Local girl, or unemployed, judging by grade of tan. Height: about five feet five inches. Weight: 105 lbs. I’d say 34-22-34. Natural blonde—so eyes blue or grey. Novice smoker. Arty, drinks halves of bitter.”


“Boy friends? Unlikely—as brown all over, and obviously spends a lot of time on her own. Reckons she’s too good for the locals. And as it’s early in the season, hasn’t had much chance with holidaymakers this year. Probably only left school last September, so chances are she doesn’t have any. Sexual experience limited.”


He contemplated the interesting statistics. “I’m king here. I could have her. She’s invaded me. I could make her my prisoner of war.”


This seemed like a good line of thought to pursue. Did an invader become a prisoner of war if no war had been declared? Or was the girl merely an illegal immigrant whom he’d have to deport? Alternatively, she might be a migrant who wanted to settle in his kingdom. Albert decided the girl was a tourist—after all, small countries like his needed tourists to strengthen their economies.


Albert pictured himself in an impressive scarlet uniform with gold epaulettes, brass buttons and a large peaked hat. With his cap at an official angle he’d stroll over to the girl and demand her passport.


“Passport? No passport? Sorry, straight to the nick.”


He’d leave her for a few days on bread and water. Then he’d have her brought into his apartments, bathed, and clothed in silks. He’d invite her to dinner with him. He knew this established film technique would work—she’d throw herself into his bed out of gratitude.


He stood up and walked over to the girl. As he neared her, she reached out and calmly draped herself with a large beach towel.


She gave no other sign of knowing he was there. Her eyes appeared to be shut.


Albert half lifted the binoculars hanging round his neck. For a moment he thought of using them to examine her with greater care, but the eyes might open and that would be embarrassing. After all, he was now only a few feet from her.


His shadow fell across her. She opened one eye. It was a startling blue. The second eye opened. Albert was relieved to see that it was the same colour.


“You’re standing in my sun.”


Albert moved nearer and sat next to her.


“And you’re sitting on my Island,” he said.


The girl stared at him.


“Why don’t you go and put your head underwater while I get dressed. It’ll only take me ten minutes.”


Albert looked away for three, watching the sparkle of the small waves as they bounced against the rocks. Behind him he could hear the rustle of the girl’s clothing.


“I heard you shouting a few minutes ago,” she said. “Was it your family motto? You can look now.”


Albert looked. He wondered why the girl had bothered to put on a bikini—it was so brief. There was just enough to show it was yellow.


Her blonde hair was streaked where it was bleached by the sun. Her eyebrows were almost white. Her features were strikingly Nordic. She reminded him of the dolly princess advertising pre-formed uplift bras on the boardings at his local Tube station. He decided against asking her whether she machine-washed her bra ninety-six times. It surprised him that he’d even read the advertisement’s text.


He was pleased to see he had been right about the colour of her eyes, and about her accent. Now he noticed, with satisfaction, that she wasn’t wearing a ring.


Mentally, Albert seduced her.


Her soft voice brought him back to reality. “I’ve never seen you before. I’ve been sunbathing here for ages.”


Albert pulled out a battered packet of cigarettes and offered one to the girl. “First visit,” he said. “I’ve just inherited it, so I guess that makes me king.”


“So sue me, your Majesty. You’re welcome to the place. It’s no use for anything except sunbathing.”


“Typical colonialist. Take all you want out of a country, then pretend that it’s not worth having when you’re being thrown out.”


“I’ll bet you’re rich,” she said. “A socialist with a right-wing bank balance.”


“Wrong. This Island’s all I’ve got. I work in a cinema. What do you do?”


“Nothing,” she replied. “Daddy’s a solicitor in St Mary’s. I just live with him. And I come here on hot days. Where did you leave your boat? It’s not very safe to moor on the western end of the Island.”


“I swam here,” said Albert. “I’m a famous long-distance swimmer. It’s only thirty-four miles the round trip.”


“You’re a nut!”


Albert lit her cigarette and admitted that he was stuck on the island for the next few hours.


“I’ve got some sandwiches, and I’m hungry,” said the girl. “If you’d like to get them from my boat, I’ll share them with you. They’re in a plastic box. By the way, what’s your name?”


“I’m Albert,” he said. “Albert Quinlan.”


The girl giggled.


“What’s so funny?”


“Nothing really,” she said. “Except that I’m Victoria.”


He rose to his feet and made his way down to the power-boat. Victoria watched his tall figure. He bent over and searched for the box under the mahogany thwarts. Then he straightened and flicked back his brown hair with a casual jerk of his head.


“Not bad,” she thought. “About twenty-four. Moves well. Sexy hips. London accent. He’s sharp. Big, doggy eyes. Super!”


Albert came back. “Boat’s a beauty,” he said. “Yours?”


“Daddy’s.”


They ate their sandwiches in silence.


Albert decided he was glad he’d missed the boatman.


He stripped off his shirt and lay back beside the girl. The sun pressed down, until the rock itself steamed at the edges, where the waves whispered.


“Who d’you get the Island from?”


“My old Uncle Alf. He brought me up. He won it in a poker game. When I was a kid, he used to tell me he’d won me in a poker game. My mother died of pneumonia. Uncle Alf was looking after me till Dad got back from the war. He never did.”


Uncle Alf, Albert explained, was a hard-drinking railway ganger who had come over to England to help the IRA struggle. He’d developed such a great liking for English beer that he’d almost completely foresaken the cause that brought him.


He was always wild. Frequently drunk. But he was a man with a great heart. He threw away most of his money as if it was going to be devalued at any moment. But he’d always kept enough to ensure that Albert was well-fed and housed.


To the boy he became mother and father, and bad example. And Albert loved him.


Since Uncle Alf won the Island in a card game in O’Flaharty’s Bar in the East End of London, he’d spent the last months of his life dreaming of retiring there to beachcombing.


When he died, Albert, as sole heir, inherited the Island and several hundred empty beer bottles—carefully stored in every available cupboard and outhouse.


“After all,” Uncle Alf used to tell Albert. “A wallet of cash can be stolen, but who’s going to thieve beer bottles at tuppence a time each?”


Albert cleared out the small house and sold the bottle collection back to the pub for £9.14.2d. He’d seen his uncle decently buried. Afterwards, at the wake, Fatty Hagan told him it was a good thing Alf was a Roman Catholic, as his alcohol-filled body would have exploded if he’d been cremated.


Albert saved hard for his summer holidays on his Island. And here he was… .


“I don’t think there’s much you could do with this place,” Victoria observed. “It’s a bit desolate. I’d hate to live here in winter.”


“I could turn it into a bird sanctuary,” said Albert, eyeing Victoria speculatively.


“You like birds?”


“Watch them all the time,” said Albert, truthfully. He waved his army surplus binoculars. “I get real close to them with these. I can see every detail.”


“Do you know their names?”


“I always find out the names of the ones I like.”


“What are those, then?” She pointed at the cormorants.


“The fat one’s Leslie, and the scraggy one’s Desmond.”


She laughed. “They’re cormorants. What’s that one?” The lame herring-gull was balancing on one leg on its rocky perch.


“It’s a stork,” said Albert. “It’s name’s Cedric.”


Victoria giggled. “You’re a fraud. You don’t know anything about them.”


“I’m learning.”


The rocks gave little shade from the hot sun. Albert found the reflected glare from the water uncomfortable. He climbed to a narrow cleft just above Victoria, where there was a low shadow. From here he could watch her without her knowing, and the more he looked at her, the more he found to interest him.


“Swim?” asked Victoria.


“In what? Haven’t got my trunks.”


“What about your underpants?”


“Don’t be personal.”


“I don’t mind if you swim in them. You won’t embarrass me.”


He stripped down to his jockey shorts with the beer label design. Albert and Victoria swam for a while in the clear water, then went back and sat on their rock and dried in the sun.


“This is a damn sight better than Manny’s Biograph,” said Albert.


“What?”


“It’s the dump where I work. I’m the assistant manager. If we had as many customers as moths the gov’nor would be a millionaire.”


“It sounds ugh,” said Victoria.


“It’s more than ugh, but it gets me. The people are marvellous. They’re mostly pensioners. D’you know, one old bird complained to me last week that a mouse had eaten her sandwich when she’d left it on the seat next to her. I told her she shouldn’t bring her mice in with her. She was choked. I had to buy her a hamburger. It cost me money. And she’d got in on a free ticket!”


Victoria was giggling again.


“What does your boss say?”


“Manny? He’s great.” Albert told her about him.


Manny was Jewish. Manny was generous. He never complained when Albert gave the hordes of old age pensioners free seats. In winter, Albert would have the boilers stoked, just to keep his special patrons warm. They’d come to the Biograph every day and sit through each performance from mid-day until closing time. They brought their food with them. Mostly, the films were old and bad, so there were always enough seats for paying customers, but none came. Occasionally, there would be a good film—but the ranks of pensioners crowded out the paying customers. Still, Manny wasn’t worried. Maybe he wouldn’t make a fortune. And if he and Albert didn’t look after the old age pensioners, who would?


“ ‘Ave a bit of gefuelltefische, Albert. Stop thinking about your Island. Your future’s ’ere with me, in show business,” Manny would say. Albert would straighten his bow tie and smooth down his second-hand tuxedo. Then he would stroll to the back of the stalls to watch his hero, Douglas Fairbanks—Senior. D.F. Junior’s films were still way above Manny’s financial budget.


“Time to go,” said Victoria. Albert looked sad.


They drove the boat back to St Mary’s and stopped Albert’s returning fisherman only a few hundred yards outside the harbour.


In the small guesthouse near Buzza Mill, Albert sat on his bed and thought about the day’s trip. The Island was still disappointing. Victoria, on the other hand, was most promising. His holiday, after all, could turn out to be good. There might even be a treasure ship amongst the sunken reefs around Foul Rock… .


Now, in Mrs Pengelly’s Edwardian Villa, Albert stripped down and tried to shower. It was difficult. Mrs Pengelly’s shower was simply a jug and water basin. Albert put the bowl on a towel on the floor, then carefully stepped in. He poured half the cold water from the jug over his head and soaped himself. The second pouring washed off most of the soap. A towel got rid of the rest.


He dressed, and walked down into Hugh Town to meet Victoria in the snug of The Fisherman’s Inn. She was already there. Albert awarded himself another mark. Victoria was holding a half-pint of bitter in her small hand. He liked beer-drinking girls. There was something about them, even if it was only economy. With her was a comical, portly figure. It looked like a Dickensian caricature. She introduced it as her father.


Albert was embarrassed. He glanced around the bar to see if there were looks of amusement on other people’s faces. There weren’t. Her father was obviously a familiar sight. James Rhodes was about fifty. Both in age and waistline. In his own words, he was seven and a half gin bottles tall—“Gordon’s, of course.”


Rhodes was wearing his drinking clothes. The shaggy mohair sports jacket needed a shave almost as much as Rhodes himself. Its bright check clashed garishly with a flowered shirt worn outside a pair of striped morning-suit trousers. On his sockless feet were a pair of hand-made sandals. But it was the other end of Victoria’s father which increased Albert’s confusion. He was grey, where he had hair—which was only on the sides and round the back of his head. Where he didn’t have hair of his own, he wore a wig. This would have looked less eccentric had the toupee not been made twenty years before to match his surviving hair—when it was red. Now it sat on his scalp like a ruffled hen on a grey nest.


Rhodes pulled out a small handful of money and searched. “Got any sixpences?” he asked.


Albert handed him a couple. Rhodes wandered over to the fruit machine.


“Daddy’s a shocker,” said Victoria. “He’s never really grown responsible. He got slung out of the Navy’s Legal Department because they said he drank more rum than the whole of the dockyard. He made the fleet contractor rich. Then my mother ran off with the contractor. Daddy’s never touched rum since.”


Rhodes had then set up business as a solicitor in London. In order to avoid excessive income tax, he’d insisted his clients paid him a portion of their bills in gin. Unfortunately, his local tradesmen were unwilling to accept settlement of his debts in the same good spirit.


Eventually, he was spending so much time fighting his own legal battles that he was unable to accept work from his regular clients. And when Victoria left her boarding school, he decided to retire to the Scillies. Now his Naval pension, and the occasional legal work he did for the Islands’ market gardeners enabled him to live comfortably.


Rhodes never held a gin glass stationary. It was either going up, or going down. At the moment it was going down—empty. But Albert noticed another in reserve, ready, on the bar.


“Have a gin,” said Rhodes. “Make it two, large ones,” he told the barman. “Don’t want another beer yet, do you?” he asked Victoria.


Albert didn’t have time to tell him that he’d rather have a beer himself.


“Don’t want any watery muck in it?” Rhodes asked, as he passed Albert the glass. Albert decided to say nothing, and, as he didn’t like gin anyway, downed it in one swig to Rhodes’s “cheers!”


“My round,” said Albert quickly, before Rhodes had time to re-order.


Looking at Albert through the bottom of his glass, the solicitor shrewdly weighed him up. Victoria’s few young men had been thin, pale and schoolboyish. This one was different. He had a self-assurance that worried Rhodes. And a Cockney charm.


Victoria was an attractive girl, with few things to occupy her. As a child, their holidays on the islands had caused him enough worry—diving and swimming off dangerous rocks, sailing in rough seas in small boats. Now the worries would grow, rather than decrease. He would have to contend with annual romances with odd young men. He hoped that the things she’d learnt at school had prepared her for this sort of encounter.


Neither Albert, nor his Island, particularly interested Rhodes. The Island was useless, as was probably this young man. Foul Rock was nothing more than a shipping hazard, Albert probably even more of a threat to his daughter. Rhodes felt, however, that by meeting him, he might, by brief show of personality, instil just sufficient fear to guarantee her protection. The fact that Albert owned Victoria’s favourite Island gave him an edge which Rhodes didn’t enjoy.


However, he was pleasant to him, and Albert, investing in his future with Victoria, allowed Rhodes to beat him twice at darts.


The following morning Victoria and Albert met early for another trip to the Island. This time the girl acted as guide. She pointed out the pools that trapped fish, where small crabs could be found under rocks, and the sun traps where the water was hot.


Victoria was good with her speargun. They swam through the labyrinth of kelp, hunting silver bass that played in the surf. They raked into deep gulleys in the hope of finding lobsters, and they lay in the sun for hours, talking about anything.


For the next few days, they visited the Island together. Every evening was spent in the pub. Rhodes, realising that he held a losing brief, gracefully returned to the comfort of the saloon bar.


Saturday, June 15th, was an historic day. Albert felt that it was going to be, even before he got out of bed. He lay, looking at the cracked ceiling of his room, his hands behind his head, and contemplated. Victoria wanted him. This was made clear the day before. Albert decided to play it cool. Today, he hoped, was going to be very special. He swung out of bed and stretched. He could hear the seagulls marshalling themselves on the roof of a nearby barn. The sun was already warm. It was only six o’clock.


He washed, then shaved carefully. A quick squirt of deodorant, the slightest touch of talcum and he was almost ready. He chose a striped blue and white T-shirt and a clean pair of jeans. He hurried to the harbour and sat on the low wall to wait.


 


Victoria stood naked in front of the long mirror of her rosewood wardrobe. Albert wanted her. It was made clear the day before. He didn’t know it, but he was going to get her today. She turned sideways and put her hands on her breasts. How would it feel when a man did this? she wondered. The girls had talked about sex, after lights out, in their dormitory. They’d all read the Kama Sutra—and sniggered. They’d tried the positions on the dormitory floor, and thought they were impossible. Which permutation would he choose? she asked herself.


Would it be romantic? Would he undress her, or would she have to do it? Would he tell her he loved her? Yes, he would, she decided. She’d make him. She thought she would please him. She was going to try.


No underclothes. She chose her smallest bikini and topped it with the pale cotton dress that boosted her tan. She opened the bottle of Blue Grass perfume that Aunt Dorothy had given her for Christmas. She almost showered with it. She smiled at the thought. If only Aunt Dorothy knew what it was being used for.


She wriggled her toes into her sandals. Grabbed her packed beach bag and hurried out.


She arrived only a few minutes after him. She was slightly flushed and a little out of breath and he suspected that she had run down from her father’s cottage on the hillside.


Albert checked the petrol in the outboard and the spare can, wiped the dew from the leatherette seats and then warmed up the motor. The boat was fast. It would do almost forty miles an hour.


He drove it fiercely towards the Island, feeling the thud of the speed-hardened waves under the hull. Victoria sat close. The nearness of her body warmed him where he had been chilled by the sharp morning air. They were both excited.


The sun was still fairly low by the time they arrived. But it was warmer now that they’d lost the breeze caused by the speed of the boat. They clambered onto the shingle floor of the gulley and dragged the bow a little way up onto the rocks. They tied it to a small, sharp pinnacle, and scrambled onto the central pleateau of the Island. Victoria took Albert’s hand.


They reached the place where Albert had first stood to survey his kingdom. He stopped and pulled Victoria towards him.


“Sit here for a while.”


Victoria slipped off her cotton dress.


“Oil me,” she said.


Albert fumbled through the bag to find the bottle. He massaged the oil onto Victoria’s shoulders and arms.


He handed her the container. She passed it back.


“What about the rest of me?” she pouted.


“This little pig,” said Albert, starting with her toes. He stopped at her knees.


“Go on,” said Victoria.


“No,” said Albert.


“Give me your hand.”


Albert held it out. She took his wrist and turned it over until she could pour more oil into his palm.


“I don’t want to touch it. I want to comb my hair in a minute,” she said.


She guided his oil-filled hand into position, and smoothed it over her thighs.


“See, that didn’t hurt at all, did it?”


Albert gulped, and hoped he didn’t have to stand up.


He lit his first cigarette of the day and looked at Victoria, now lying next to him, face downwards on the smooth rock. Her face was hidden by her hair which she had combed loose. He knew that she was watching him through the golden haze.


He reached out his arm until it rested heavily on her oiled back. He unclipped her bra, and then slid the straps apart. They stuck, for a moment, oily, to her brown skin, then dropped to the rock. The rounded side of her breast was only slightly paler than her shoulder.


Albert pushed himself around until he was sitting close against her. He jabbed his cigarette at the rock, then he leant down until he could kiss the nape of her neck. She rolled over, leaving her bikini top beneath her.


He could feel the small hardness of her nipples against his chest. Her hands drew him towards her, then slipped downwards behind him, beneath his jeans. The hands moved around his hips, making him wince as they crossed the nerves of his stomach. The girl pushed herself up against him, forcing him backwards until she lay on top of him. She pulled her lips away from his, and kissed his throat, chest and shoulders, just like it said in the Kama Sutra.


Her hands found the zip of his jeans and then smoothed them away over his thighs. Her lips searched lower and lower. Albert reached down and pressed her head against him. Her soft hair fell on either side of his hips. He coiled it with his hands and pulled her face up to his own. Now they were both naked. Victoria had slipped out of her own briefs. She fell back. Now they were separated only by the slippery coating of suntan oil. She jerked.


“Ouch.”


Albert jumped. She’d shouted in his ear.


“Something’s bitten me.” She sat up and twisted to look over her shoulder. “You didn’t put your cigarette out.”


“I’m sorry,” he mumbled inadequately, his interest diminishing.


“It hurts.”


He dabbed carefully at her back.


“You’ve got a blister,” he said. “Can I put something on it?”


“It stings. Maybe if we go for a swim it’ll stop.”


“Now?” asked Albert.


“We’ll come up here later.”


“Women!” said Albert.


They carried their clothes down to the boat and left them on the seats. When they came out of the water they didn’t dress. There wasn’t really much point. They were alone, and they both knew that they would make love soon.


Around mid-day Albert noticed that he was feeling chilly. For the past two and a half hours he hadn’t looked further than the few inches that separated him from Victoria. They still hadn’t made love, but were lying snuggled together. He now raised his head and looked out over the rocks.


The sea disappeared into a low mist that hung over the water. Visibility was only about fifty yards. The face of the sea was flat, and it was strangely quiet. Cedric, the herring-gull, was sitting on his usual boulder.


“Fog,” said Albert. “Maybe we’ll both be marooned this time.”


Victoria sat up and shivered. “It won’t last very long,” she told him. “We often get these summer sea mists around here. It’ll probably blow clear in an hour or so. Cuddle me, first… .”










Chapter 2


Captain Vorolokov pushed a hairy hand under his thick sweater, and scratched an even hairier stomach with his blunt fingers. He was day dreaming. He had been a fisherman for a long time. A real fisherman. He could remember when Russian trawlers only went out to catch fish. He’d enjoyed those days. Days when he’d hand-hauled in a net, packed with shivering cod, to be loaded into the holds and taken back to the markets of the White Sea ports. At last, he was on his way back to the North Sea and the English Channel, waters which he remembered from his service in the wartime Archangel convoys.


Now he was as much a military seaman as the man who captained a warship. In fact, Vorolokov was an extremely successful military seaman. He had risen from the fo’castle of a fishing boat, to captain of the latest “trawler” in the Soviet Navy.


The Dmitri Kirov was a trawler only in hull design. She carried no fishing gear. Her gunwhales hid machine-gun mountings. Her stern cabin housed a depthcharge launcher. Her for’ard hatch contained a battery of heat-seeking surface-to-air missiles. The entire centre section of the boat concealed a cradle capable of directing a thirty foot rocket to a target twenty miles away.


But her impressive armoury was little more than a ribcage protecting the real heart of the ship—a collection of the most sophisticated interception equipment and listening devices Soviet scientists had ever produced. So sensitive that they could follow the subtle movements of ships far beyond the horizon. So technically advanced that the scientists feared the full potential would be limited by human inadequacies. So expensive, the trawler rivalled, in cost and technological skill, a major Soviet space probe.


The Dmitri Kirov was off to join the Nato Fleet exercises in the Atlantic. She hadn’t been invited. Her job was to shadow the war fleet’s activities. She would identify ships. Note armaments. Count air-strength of carriers. Intercept and record messages. Pin-point radar and radio stations. Check underwater movements with her hydrophones. And relay all the information back to Moscow. The Nato ships already knew she was coming.


In Leningrad the week before, Vorolokov had kissed his sister goodbye, shaken hands with his brother-in-law, and put out to sea. When he opened the usual orders, he was surprised to find a letter from the Fleet Commander accompanying them. Its final paragraph had made him screw the letter into a ball and throw it angrily into the corner of the cabin: “There is no need to ask you to obey, without question, the orders of Professor Ushakov and his three Comrade Scientists.”


At dusk, the Dmitri Kirov sailed.


Saturday, June 15th: A short, stubble-chinned man nudged Vorolokov rather too hard in the ribs, and pushed a stained mug of coffee into his hand. It was Boris the cook.


Boris was ugly. His friends felt they were being kind to him when they described him as such. The jackboot which had broken his nose had actually improved his face, and stitches high on his cheek gave his left profile a permanent smile.


Vorolokov and he waged a continuous good-natured war. They had sailed together for many years.


Boris pretended he hated the sea even more than he hated his captain. It was either this job, he argued, or sweeping the streets of his home town—cooks were two-a-kopek on dry land, and there were few restaurants to employ them.


In any case, he claimed, strictly speaking he wasn’t a cook. Like Vorolokov he’d started sea-life as a deckhand on a fishing boat. Their cook was dangerously bad. On his last voyage, after a third of the crew had gone down with food poisoning, the cook conveniently fell overboard. Boris inherited his job.


The war between him and Vorolokov had begun on the day when the captain found seagull feathers in a bowl of borsch. Boris claimed that they had blown into the cooking pot. Vorolokov didn’t believe him.


The crew were a bizarre assortment. Most were related. Mischa, the trawler’s bos’n, was also the senior family member. He was uncle to Vasili, and uncle by marriage to Sacha, who was the first mate. Sacha was married to Mischa’s niece. Mischa was also a cousin of his bos’n’s mate, Lev. Josef, one of the leading hands, claimed family relationships to them all by an aunt’s marriage to Mischa’s brother. Boris was Josef’s uncle. The remaining crew members were more distantly related. Vorolokov was a foreigner, born in a different town, and the other cuckoo was young Igor—a Cossack by his own adoption, if not by birth. He was an orphan.
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