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Chapter One


“I AM not a happy man,” Halfhyde said.


“Oh, for God’s sake!”


He looked down at the girl by his side, holding fast to his arm and looking no more pleased with the prospect of the Mersey drizzle than he was himself. “Good Liverpool weather,” he said drily as they emerged from Lime Street railway station. He hailed a cab: even the horse, beneath its waterproof back-covering, looked desolate; likewise the elderly cabby on the box.


Victoria said, “You ought to be bloody pleased, mate, you know that? About to take over the bloody Taronga Park again—” She broke off and looked penitent: Halfhyde was always reprimanding her about over-use of the Australian adjective. “Sorry, mate. It just bloody slips out…and you’re enough to make anyone swear. Just because you—”


“Just because I lost a ship.”


“That was bloody weeks ago—and it wasn’t your fault. All the way back from bloody South Africa…all the way up the South Atlantic, moan—”


“Don’t keep the horse waiting,” Halfhyde said coldly, and lifted her bodily into the cab. “The poor creature wants its oats,” he added as he deposited her in a corner amid a musty smell of old leather. She giggled suddenly and snuggled up to St Vincent Halfhyde’s hard, bony frame. The cabby whipped up the horse and the animal ambled away towards the docks, along Lime Street and Water Street, past the massive buildings housing the shipping companies that gave the port of Liverpool its meaning and its great prosperity—tall, grey stone edifices to commercial enterprise and a race of men who took British cargoes across all the world’s seas to keep Britain great and to sustain the far-flung Imperial armies and navies standing guard over Queen Victoria’s Pax Britannica. Today those buildings were bleak, rain-washed, depressing as Liverpool so often was; and in line with Halfhyde’s own thoughts.


No shipmaster had ever liked losing a command and never mind the cause, the chicanery and the guns behind the criminals who had brought about the end of the square-rigger Glen Halladale whilst she had been running her easting down from Durban to Cape Leeuwin. Force majeure—and in the finish a case of the gunmen being hoist with their own petard. There had been satisfaction in that, at all events.


The cab rumbled over the cobbles and halted at the dock gate. Halfhyde identified himself to the policeman on duty.


“Master of the Taronga Park.”


The constable saluted and the horse moved on through the drizzle. Grey and dismal; stevedores with split sacks over heads and shoulders in an effort to remain as dry as possible; cranes and gantries, bales being swung into and out of holds at the loading and discharging berths; the port as busy as ever, a forest of masts and yards from the sailing ships, the windjammers in from Australian waters or bound away to Cape Horn and Chile, thin funnels poking up from the steamers that were driving the real ships off the seas. Halfhyde felt a pang, once again, at the loss of the Glen Halladale, at the fact he was going back to steam, even though the old Taronga Park was his own ship—his own ship as both owner and master. He told himself the truth: that the Glen Halladale, under charter to the Admiralty, had been no more than an interlude, a temporary appointment brought about by the exigencies of the war against the Boers in South Africa while the Taronga Park had lain idle under care and maintenance in the port of Liverpool, the government requisition to carry stores to Cape Town having never, in the event, been put into commission.


ON THE previous day, St Vincent Halfhyde had attended at the Admiralty in London to render his personal report of events in South Africa and to receive the congratulations of a starchy rear-admiral in a frock-coat and wing-collar.


“You acquitted yourself well, Halfhyde. I would, of course, expect no less of an officer once of the Queen’s ships—on that score, I consider you were a loss to the service. However, that’s in the past. Now we must look to the future.”


Halfhyde gave a short laugh. “Is there to be a future, sir?”


“You still have your own ship, the Taronga Park. Tell me, what do you propose to do with her, Halfhyde?”


Halfhyde shrugged. “Find myself a cargo, sir, to anywhere that’s offering.”


“Not an easy task. Even for steamers there’s a lot of competition for cargoes and you yourself have not the experience of commercial ships to compete in a tender against masters and owners who’ve known the ropes for half a lifetime. Besides which, your ship is small. That is a restricting factor, is it not?”


Halfhyde admitted that it was. “But I shall not be idle, I shall not—”


“No, no. I know your reputation, Halfhyde. I know you’re a man of resource and enterprise.” There was a meaningful pause. “But there are better ways, if you’re interested—at any rate for one voyage.”


“Are you perhaps referring to another Admiralty charter, sir, this time of the Taronga Park?”


“Yes,” the rear-admiral answered directly. He had been standing with his hands behind his back, beneath the lifted tails of the frock-coat, staring out of a big window onto Horse Guards Parade across which a colourful troop of Her Majesty’s Life Guards was moving. Now he turned suddenly to face Halfhyde and study him intently. He said, “The Board of Admiralty is faced with a very particular mission, a delicate and important one in the diplomatic field—”


Halfhyde interrupted, a smile on his face now. “I’m no diplomat, sir. You said you know my reputation. You must know that I am a man of—pointed words.”


“Yes, indeed. Very pointed words to superior officers, and frequently insubordinate during your naval service as a lieutenant. I am told you do not suffer fools at all, let alone gladly.”


Halfhyde inclined his head. “As I said—no diplomat.”


“But you will not be required to act in that capacity.”


The rear-admiral moved across to his desk, an immense affair occupying an entire corner of the room. He pulled open a drawer and brought out a chart. He beckoned Halfhyde over. Halfhyde looked down at a chart of the approaches to the River Amazon in Brazil.


The rear-admiral said, “Strange waters to you, most probably.”


“Strange indeed. I’ve never approached even the fringes of the river’s mouths.”


“No matter—you are a navigator. And the Taronga Park is of reasonably shallow draft even when laden. Am I not right?”


“Yes,” Halfhyde said.


“And you shall retain your current commission as a lieutenant of the naval reserve, Halfhyde, but not use your rank unless required to do so.”


“Shall retain, sir? Am I being given an order?”


“By no means.” The rear-admiral smiled thinly. “But you are expected to volunteer.”


“I see.” Halfhyde’s tone was curt. “Does this mean more war?”


“On the contrary, it is to avoid a war. That is, a possible war.”


“You are being mysterious, sir. A war with whom?”


“With the German Empire,” the rear-admiral answered.


VICTORIA PENN had been waiting for Halfhyde on a bench in St James’s Park. It had been one of London’s springtime mornings, a day of light and shade and coolness, and the park was peaceful, the rumble of the horse-drawn traffic along the Mall and Birdcage Walk muted and overlaid by the song of birds. She spotted Halfhyde’s tall figure swinging along from a distance, saw as he came nearer the set of his jaw, the way he carried his walking-stick sloped against his shoulder like a cutlass, and knew before he spoke that he had important matters on his mind.


“The bastards’ve nabbed you again,” she said accusingly.


He sat beside her, stretching out long legs. By the water, ducks waddled, peaceful creatures with no worries. Elegant ladies and gentlemen walked past, the latter morning-suited and top-hatted with stiffly starched linen. Halfhyde had seen Victoria’s half-envious look: London’s upper classes were a far cry from Australia, from the wharves of Sydney Town and the close-clustered humanity to be found down by the Cross where Halfhyde had first encountered her and brought her across the seas in the Taronga Park. They were just as far a cry from the hard life of the men who fought the ships around Cape Horn, or ran before the westerlies below the Cape of Good Hope for Fremantle and the passage of the Great Australian Bight to Sydney. Hard days and hard men, with no time for fancy dressing.


“Not talking, eh?” Victoria said. “For God’s sake, mate, what did they say in there?” She waved a hand towards the Admiralty building. “You’ve got something on your mind, I know that.”


Halfhyde said, “I was made an offer.”


“What offer?” Large eyes studied his expression and she swept a strand of hair from her face. Then her gaze shifted away from him, her face coloured and she said loudly, “Bloody bitch!”


Halfhyde lifted an eyebrow. She said, “That cow that just went past. Looked at me as if I was straight out of the zoo! Reckon I’d—”


“Pay no attention, Victoria. They have no impact on your life or mine and never mind the fancy feathers.” He added, “We shall soon be at sea again.”


“Well, goodoh! Australia?”


He shook his head. “Not Australia, although that is to be our official destination when we clear away from the Mersey—and that’s between you and me, Victoria, you understand?”


“Reckon I do,” she said doubtfully. “Bloody secrecy again. It’ll bring nothing but bloody trouble, mate, you know that? I reckon we’ve had enough.”


“But the Admiralty doesn’t. And I have to make a living. It’s a hard world, Victoria.”


“Dead right it is!” She looked up at him. “Do they know about me?”


He laughed. “They could scarcely do otherwise. Your light is obscured by no bushel that I’m aware of! Of course they know about you, and you’ll continue aboard my ship. You’ll be good cover, Victoria—and as such, useful to Their Lordships.”


SHE HADN’T liked being regarded as cover but was relieved that there had been no objections to her presence aboard the Taronga Park. Their Lordships of the Board of Admiralty, she had always understood, were a weird lot, all starch and eyes that looked down noses. Compared with admirals, everyone was as common as dirt. And they didn’t like women aboard ships. Halfhyde said she need not have worried: he wouldn’t have accepted the Admiralty’s offer had any objection been raised against the presence of Miss Victoria Penn. On that he was adamant and she believed him. She asked a number of questions as they sat on the bench but he wouldn’t answer. Not yet, he said; there was in fact much that he didn’t know himself. Once they were away to sea and making down for the Fastnet to take their departure from England, then he might be able to take her into his confidence. By then, he said, he would know more himself. She badgered for a while, then gave it up: St Vincent Halfhyde had an expressive face, and he was growing exasperated. Leaving St James’s Park they walked into the Mall where Halfhyde raised his stick for a hansom cab.


“Camden Town,” he said, and handed Victoria in. He called again to the cabby as they turned and came beneath Admiralty Arch, giving the man the address of Mrs Mavitty, in years gone by his landlady during the penurious period of half-pay from the Queen’s service, this status having been brought about by his own impetuous temper when dealing with senior officers whom he had considered mentally constipated. So many captains and admirals had considered paintwork and shining brass to be of more importance to the Fleet than accurate gunnery and seaworthiness. Some had gone so far as to have the watertight doors burnished, thus destroying their capabilities, and to have the cable burnished each time an anchor was let go. Halfhyde, son of a farmer from the North Riding, brought up in the down-to-earth purlieus of Wensleydale and Swaledale, had been more than contemptuous of such fussings and had not been slow to say so. In those years of subsequent unemployment on the half-pay list, the good Mrs Mavitty had been his saviour; and he was not the man to forget favours. Hence, each time that he stayed in London, it was to Camden Town that he went for a bed, even though Mrs Mavitty’s stern principles caused her to eye Victoria askance, and to fix St Vincent Halfhyde with an eye that said very clearly that whilst under her roof there would be separate bedrooms and no hanky-panky.


Next morning early, it was Euston Station and the train to Liverpool. As, later in the day, the cab rattled into the docks and Halfhyde saw the outline of the Taronga Park looming through the Mersey drizzle, his thoughts winged ahead: there would be much to do to prepare the ship for sea; she had been in port for, in seaman’s terms, a full due, with, for much of the time, only a watchman aboard. A crew would have to be found and signed on foreign-going articles. He would need good officers and dependable men, and each would be vetted by a naval officer from the Admiralty, who would attend with Halfhyde at the shipping master’s office when the signing took place. As cover for the mission, a cargo would be arranged by the Admiralty and taken aboard when the Taronga Park shifted to the loading berth. And when the ship was in all respects ready for sea, certain persons as yet unknown to Halfhyde would embark for the voyage to the Amazon River.


Victoria broke into his thoughts.


“Looks sad, I reckon, mate.”


“What does? Liverpool?”


“No, the Taronga Park.”


“She’ll change. She’ll start to live again soon. She’s anxious to get to sea again.”


She gave him a sidelong look. “Like you.”


“I’m a seaman.”


“The only place you feel right, I reckon. Ever going to settle down, are you?”


He grinned. “Are you thinking of marriage again, Victoria?”


“No,” she said. “Reckon I gave that up a long while ago. You aren’t the marrying sort…nor am I, I reckon.”


“Freedom’s a great thing,” he said as the cab drew alongside the Taronga Park and stopped.


“Dead right. But you know I’ll never bloody leave you, mate. God’s honour.”


Halfhyde took her hand and squeezed it before he jumped down to lift her gently to the dockside in his arms. She responded with her urchin-like, cheeky grin. His incubus: they would sail the world together, as good as man and wife but with that essential freedom that was in fact a strong bond since Halfhyde would never let her down. She had come into his life by chance back in Sydney, a girl with a sad past, with no friends, no relations that she could find—though there had been brothers and sisters before they had been separated in different orphanages—and, at that time, with no hope. St Vincent Halfhyde had become her hope and that he must continue to be.


Their gear—a couple of dome-topped trunks—deposited on the dock, the cab drove away. Halfhyde called up to the decks of the ship, a strong and carrying voice.


“Taronga Park ahoy! Where’s the watchman?”


There was no response. Halfhyde called again, cupping his hands. “There’s gear to be brought aboard. Smack it about there.”


No answer; Halfhyde, his face set with anger, was about to set foot on the gangway when a man appeared from the Master’s accommodation in the centre island below the bridge, a short, skinny figure in a rather shiny blue serge suit and wearing a seedy bowler hat secured from any possible wind by a toggle connecting its brim to an anchorage set in the jacket’s lapel. The starched white collar was high and neck-choking; the face was earnest and was given a sad look by a drooping, grey walrus moustache. Halfhyde gaped in total astonishment as this person peered down at him.


He said, “Detective Inspector Todhunter, by God! What the devil are you doing here, man?”


“Bless my soul! If it isn’t Lieutenant Halfhyde! May I—”


“Captain Halfhyde now, and no longer of Her Majesty’s fleet. I am the Master and owner of the Taronga Park, Mr Todhunter.”


“Goodness gracious me! The turns of fortune’s wheel—I do declare! You’d best come aboard, sir. There’s murder been done.”




Chapter 2


LEAVING VICTORIA in charge of the trunks, Halfhyde climbed the gangway and made his way fast along the after well-deck to the ladder at the top of which Detective Inspector Todhunter stood looking down self-importantly. Todhunter had come into the then Lieutenant Halfhyde’s life aboard the old battleship Meridian, an obsolete warship that was being handed to the Chilean government. Todhunter had been in pursuit of a gentleman of high civilian rank in the Admiralty who had sold secrets to the German Emperor: now Halfhyde wondered about a connection though he could not have said what it might be.


“Well now, Mr Todhunter. Have you left the Metropolitan Police Force?”


“Oh dear me no, Captain Halfhyde! I am still of the Yard. I am here for—for certain purposes. I should say no more than for the present.” Todhunter gave a cough. “I wasn’t told you would be here, sir, but I am glad to meet again.”


“Thank you, Mr Todhunter. Are you here for the murder?”


“No, sir. That was unexpected. I myself made the discovery when I boarded the ship. There being no answer to my hail, I climbed aboard. Since no one appeared on deck, I investigated.”


“And you found a body?”


“Indeed I did, Captain Halfhyde, sir, indeed I did. A man with his throat cut. A lot of blood, sir. Very, very nasty. Dead as I explained—”


“Do you know his identity, Mr Todhunter?”


“No, sir. There was nothing on the body to help. Some money and a railway ticket but no documentation.”


“I’d better look for myself,” Halfhyde said. He turned away and climbed on towards the bridge, where he followed the detective inspector into the small chart room just abaft the open platform. A man was lying on the deck, on his back with arms and legs flung wide. Todhunter had not exaggerated about the blood: it was everywhere, and it had dried to a brownish crust. The throat gaped open, red, and swollen with pulpy flesh. The face was a dead white. The skin was smooth, the hands delicate.


Halfhyde said, “He hasn’t the look of a seaman or a stevedore.”


“No, sir. That was my conclusion also.”


“I doubt if he’s the watchman.”


“No, sir. Do you suppose the watchman is the guilty party, sir?”


Halfhyde shrugged. “Your job, Mr Todhunter.”


“I was merely asking your opinion, sir,” Todhunter said in a hurt tone. “My Chief Super in the Yard—”


“Ah, yes. Is he still the same Chief Super, Mr Todhunter?”


“That he is, sir, yes. A stickler for—”


“So I remember. As to the watchman, who is missing—I suggest we look for another body before we come to any conclusions about him.”


“A good idea,” Todhunter agreed vaguely, looking down at the body. “I must then alert the dock police, sir. I shall leave you and make my report and return with all necessary equipment and an ambulance to remove the body to the police mortuary as soon as the forensic gentlemen and the measurers have finished. While I am absent I must ask you to kindly touch nothing at all, sir.” Mr Todhunter coughed again. “It is possible my Chief Super may authorize fingerprints to be looked for—”


“Fingerprints, Mr Todhunter?”


Todhunter said, “Well, sir, they’ve been authorized as admissible evidence by the government of India, and—”


“This isn’t India, Mr Todhunter. There is no authority here for their use in evidence.”


“Nevertheless they can be of help, Captain Halfhyde.”


“You are a man of advanced thinking, Mr Todhunter.”


Todhunter said modestly, “I do my best, sir.”


DETECTIVE INSPECTOR Todhunter had always worn heavy black boots, Halfhyde recalled as the policeman, before going ashore, clumped about the Taronga Park on his search for a second body. The search was thorough but abortive: there were no more bodies and it had to be accepted that the watchman had deserted his post, possibly after committing murder. The man’s relief would not be due until six p.m. Had it not been for Todhunter’s presumably unexpected visit, and Halfhyde’s, the body would not have been found until then.


As Todhunter went ashore to alert the local force, Halfhyde followed him down the gangway to where Victoria was waiting, sitting disconsolately on one of the trunks.


“Well, mate?” she asked, and lowered her voice. “Who’s the little skinny bloke?”


“A flatfoot from Scotland Yard, a detective. You look wet, Victoria—”


“I am bloody wet,” she said. She was shivering a little, Halfhyde saw. He picked up one of the trunks, heaved it onto his shoulder and started back up the gangway. Depositing his burden on the deck, he went down again for the second trunk.


He said, “Get aboard now, Victoria. Go to my cabin and dry off. Nothing’s to be touched, so far as it’s possible.” He told her about the fingerprints. As she went aboard he shouldered the remaining trunk and carried it up the gangway, dumping it with the other in the after well-deck for the time being, then climbing to his cabin where Victoria, who had gone ahead of him, was looking dismayed.


“Talk about dust and muck, mate!”


“She’s been left to the watchmen for a long time. It’ll all change when I have a crew aboard. For now, we’ll have to pig it.”


“How long for, eh?”


He shrugged. “A day or two.”


“Should have gone to a hotel, mate.”


“I’m not made of money,” he snapped.


“You’ll get paid for—”


“Yes. But I’ve not been paid yet.”


She sighed. “Oh, well. Look, all me clothes, they’ll be getting wet out there on deck—”


“The trunks are sound and will keep out the weather well enough.” Halfhyde went over to a port and looked out along his decks: all the gear would need to be overhauled, new ropes rove at the derricks before any weights could be lifted, and to carry heavy trunks up near-vertical ladders to his cabin was not possible. He thought about the body above his head: who could the man have been, and why come aboard the Taronga Park only to be murdered? And why had the watchman deserted—why had he perhaps murdered a ship visitor? He had to be considered a suspect…and if he was the culprit then simple financial gain might well be the answer. The body had been well-dressed and the man had looked prosperous. But money had been left on the body…


Halfhyde shrugged: Todhunter was the sleuth, not he. He went below to take a further look around the ship while Victoria did her best to make the cabin somewhat more habitable, more like the home it had been and was to be again. Moving about the ship, Halfhyde saw that he was faced with an uphill task. Ships rotted quickly when left in harbour. Money would need to be spent; when the Admiralty officials came aboard they would be approached for an advance on the charter fee as quickly as possible. An attempt had already been made by the rear-admiral to fob him off: first, the charter party documents had to be drawn up and passed by the appropriate department. Red tape abounded in the Admiralty.


The drizzle continued, muting the working sounds of the port. Halfhyde moved along the fore well-deck, past the covered cargo hatch, and climbed the ladder to the fo’c’sle where the anchors were secured at the catheads. The ropes and wires holding the ship to the quayside had the look of having been in position for ever; the rat guards were rusted over and the ropes themselves were fraying in the fairleads. Halfhyde went back down the ladder and as he did so he saw Victoria emerge from the cabin and go to the rail on the port side, the side away from the quay. He continued aft towards the engineers’ accommodation in the stern but before he had gone through the door into the alleyway he heard Victoria shout.


“Come here quick, mate!”


“What is it?” He started to move for’ard: there had been panic in the girl’s voice.


“Not bloody sure,” she answered, staring down into the murky harbour water. Halfhyde reached her side and followed her pointing finger. He saw what looked like a dark blue bundle, something that might have been no more than a jettisoned coat. Then, as the bundle rolled gently over, he saw the lolling head and the outstretched arms. Death was instantly recognizable. Losing no time he went down at the double to the fore well-deck, where he had seen a grapnel lying idle with a rope attached. Picking this up and coiling the rope in one hand, he went to the bulwarks and cast the grapnel. His first cast was true: the grapnel took the clothing and held. Halfhyde hauled in until the body was close to the ship’s side with the water taking its weight, then he turned up the end of the rope around a cleat, removed his jacket, clambered onto the bulwarks, and dived overboard. Having taken the body in his arms, he freed the grapnel and swam, towing his bundle around the bows of the Taronga Park to the quayside, where steps cut into the stone gave him easy access. Victoria, almost in hysterics, had been following his movements and as he reached the steps she came down the gangway.


When Halfhyde had the body on the dock wall he saw that it was wearing a seaman’s pea-jacket of heavy pilot cloth. The feet were thrust into waterlogged seaboots. With a catch in her voice Victoria said, “Reckon it’s the watchman, right?”


“It’s likely,” he said between his teeth. It was a dirty end for any man, and the cause of death was only too obvious: a jagged rip in the back of the jacket, and beneath it a deep gash in the flesh. Somebody had used a knife, and knives were dago objects. By this time a crowd of dockside loafers had gathered round, idly curious: bodies in the Liverpool docks were not too uncommon a find.


Halfhyde got to his feet and addressed the idlers. “You and you,” he said crisply, “bring the body aboard my ship.”


One of the men demurred. “Not so fast, mister. The coppers—”


“I am expecting a detective inspector from Scotland Yard to board shortly. In the meantime, do as I say.” There was the unmistakable voice of authority: the man shrugged, and with his mate picked up the body and moved for the Taronga Park’s gangway.


“I DON’T know, I’m sure, sir.” Detective Inspector Todhunter, back aboard after a little over an hour, pushed his bowler hat to the back of his head and wiped rainwater from his face with a large pocket handkerchief. With him had come the police surgeon and an inspector from the Liverpool force together with three plain-clothes men who busied themselves around the chart room, the ladders leading to the bridge, and in the vicinity of the shore gangway. Todhunter had said they were searching for fingerprints. Even if the law didn’t admit the offering of such in evidence, they could nevertheless prove a useful aid to detection. The police surgeon, who estimated that both men had been dead for some ten hours, had taken little time to establish the cause of death in both cases: in the one, a long knife thrust in the back that had penetrated the heart; in the other, a cut throat.


“You are quite certain?” Halfhyde asked sardonically.


The surgeon gave him a sharp look. “The proper procedures must be observed, Captain Halfhyde. Only a qualified medical practitioner can—”


“Yes, indeed.” Halfhyde turned to Todhunter, asking what conclusions the police had come to; that was when Todhunter said he didn’t know, but added a prognostication.


“I’d say, sir, that the person found in the chart room murdered the watchman. Not on deck, I would say, for fear of being seen. He would have lured the man under cover, sir, away from prying eyes.”


“And putting the body overboard, Mr Todhunter? That would not be seen?”


Todhunter said stiffly, “It seems that in the event it was not, Captain Halfhyde, however unlikely a proposition it might sound.”


Halfhyde nodded thoughtfully. The doctor had said ten hours: early morning, shortly after the night-watchman had been relieved…a dark, rainy morning with the docks not yet astir…and if the body had been slid down, say, between ship and shore, clear of the fenders that held her off the quayside, and had then drifted…it was possible enough that no one had seen. However, there was another possibility and Halfhyde voiced it.


He said, “I told you, I didn’t recognize the man. That in itself’s not evidence, since he would have been engaged during my absence—but we have to bear in mind that this could be a coincidence. The body could be from another ship, and murdered elsewhere, and drifted down.”


“That I shall find out,” Todhunter said. “Now we come to the first body. Who murdered that man?” He looked round at the others, flipping the pages of his notebook. “I rather fancy that’ll turn out to be the key. Now, Captain Halfhyde, sir, do you intend to remain aboard? I have no objection if you do—”


“Thank you,” Halfhyde said tartly. “That is indeed what I intend to do.”


“And the lady?”


 “And the lady, yes.”


“Very good, sir. Notwithstanding that, I shall leave a police guard, which I shall arrange with the local force—”


“And you yourself, Mr Todhunter? You’ll be following your nose, I take it?”


Todhunter said stiffly, “I shall be reporting to my Chief Super, sir, at the Yard.” Shortly after this all members of the party went back ashore and were conveyed through the docks in a couple of cabs that had lain alongside during their visit, leaving a police constable to guard the gangway, a morose man with a florid face, wearing a cape from which the rain dripped in a continuous stream. He stood, a picture of misery, while Halfhyde and Victoria climbed to the Master’s cabin. Halfhyde suggested a cup of tea: knowing there would be no fresh provisions aboard they had brought tea and sugar, milk, eggs and bread to tide them over. In the pantry was an oil stove with fuel to feed it. While tea was brewing there was an interruption: a horse-drawn conveyance pulled up alongside, a vehicle like a small pantechnicon with blank sides and back doors with a heavy iron bar set across in sockets. The constable came up to report that the mortuary van had arrived. The body was fetched from the chart room by four attendants and together with the body from the water was borne down the gangway and incarcerated behind the barred doors.


“Bloody lively tea party,” Victoria said.


It was a depressing night. The drizzle seemed endless. At six p.m. the night-watchman turned up, was admitted past the constable, and, duly warned, climbed to the Master’s cabin to report. Like the dead man, his face was new to Halfhyde: he too had been appointed in the Master’s absence, and said that the name of the missing watchman was Harry Laws. The night-watchman’s name was Platter; Halfhyde told him to hold himself in readiness for a police visit. He would be required to identify the corpse from the water. There were no further visitations that night, but an air of gloom pervaded the ship. Bodies were unpleasant things to welcome an owner and master back aboard. Victoria was restless while Halfhyde, seated at his desk, made lists of matters to be attended to, the first of which would be the signing of a crew: two deck officers, a chief engineer and four juniors, a bosun and carpenter, sixteen seamen, a similar number of oilers and greasers for the engine-room, three stewards and so on. The ship to be provisioned immediately the crew was aboard, coal to be delivered into the bunkers for the boiler…a hundred and one matters requiring the attention of the Master—and his cash as well. Halfhyde found little sleep after a scratch supper that night and was in no mood for dalliance either, to Victoria’s chagrin.


“First Mrs bloody Mavitty and her bloody principles, and now this…”


“I apologize.”


“Oh, piss off!” she said, and turned back to back in the bunk. Next morning Halfhyde was up early, eager to start the day’s work. He had been informed at the Admiralty that the ship would be boarded by a naval officer at ten a.m. and that arrangements would have been made with the local shipping office of the Board of Trade for the signing of a full crew one hour later. After a frugal breakfast, Halfhyde paced the deck that ran before his cabin ports, with impatient long strides, back and forth; at ten o’clock sharp, a cab drew up and a thin, dapper man climbed the gangway, spoke briefly to the constable and was saluted aboard with some ceremony. He was brought by the relief watchman to the Master’s cabin, where he introduced himself as Commander Wainscott.


“From the Admiralty,” he announced, producing a visiting card.


“As expected,” Halfhyde said. He glanced at Victoria, who was fortunately dressed by this time. “Miss Penn,” he said to the naval officer.


Victoria said, “Pleased to meet you.”


“How d’you do.” Commander Wainscott coughed and looked ill-at-ease. The bunk had not yet been made; his thoughts were plainly to be read in his face. Halfhyde rescued him from his embarrassment by saying that he was ready to go ashore to the shipping office and they would not delay.


“Ah, good. I’ve kept the cab,” Wainscott said. He coughed again and followed Halfhyde out of the cabin, with a half-apologetic backward look at Victoria but no precise goodbye. As they went down the ladder to the after well-deck Halfhyde caught an overloud comment from Miss Penn.


“Bloody pommies…”


Halfhyde and Wainscott embarked in the cab and the horse was whipped up. Wainscott said, “I was given word in London last night. The local police telegraphed Scotland Yard and a message came to the Admiralty.”


“The murders?”


 “Yes.” Commander Wainscott paused. “I came up to Liverpool on the night train. I’ve spent the last hour or so with the police—”


“Detective Inspector Todhunter?”


“Yes. And others. The body of the man found in your chart room has been identified. It was I who recognized him. The implications are possibly serious. I say possibly. In fact I would go farther and say that much trouble lies ahead, Captain.”


“In what way?”


Wainscott looked out of the cab windows as they came through the dock gate and didn’t answer immediately. Then he said, “I understand you are not yet in possession of all the facts?”


Halfhyde nodded. “That’s correct. Can you enlighten me, perhaps?”


“In due course, but not at this moment.” Wainscott seemed to go off at a tangent. “I would like your assurance in regard to Miss Penn, Captain Halfhyde.”


Halfhyde stared. “I have the Admiralty’s permission to keep her aboard. Is that not good enough for you?”


Wainscott said quietly, “I refer to her integrity. I wish your assurance that she can be fully trusted. When you give me that assurance, you will thereafter be held personally responsible for her actions.”


Halffiyde said, “You have my absolute assurance, Commander, but I resent its being asked for. The rear-admiral—”


“Yes, yes. But I understand Miss Penn to be of doubtful background. I—”


“Miss Penn,” Halfhyde said with deliberation, his voice and expression cold, “has the disadvantage in some eyes of having lived in the King’s Cross district of Sydney, an unsalubrious area. She was working for the man Porteous Higgins whose gun-running exploits I was able to bring to an end some while ago—with Miss Penn’s assistance willingly given—you’ll no doubt have been told of the part played by the Taronga Park in bringing Higgins to book. Miss Penn’s past is her past, Commander. She is loyal and trustworthy and I repeat what I said to the Admiralty: I shall not sail without her. I trust that is clearly understood.”
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