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      Chapter 1

      
      My name is Stephen Tomlin. I was the midshipman on HMS Daisy the night she was sunk. Much of that trip, I must confess right away, and of the trips preceding and following it, are lost
         from my memory. Although the facts are there, scrawled into the diaries and notebooks I kept at the time, I read through them
         now and simply cannot recall many of the thoughts and events recorded. The reason, I suppose, is the bulk of them were unimportant,
         the callow scribblings of a keen but clueless eighteen-year-old. Also, in my defence, and contrary to popular belief, a great
         deal of the life on convoy escort duty during the war involved drudgery and routine – not to mention discomfort and deprivation.
         As a result, over the years, little of it has stuck in the memory.
      

      
      Except those incidents of importance. Isolated moments of humanity, camaraderie, even occasional hilarity. The terrifying power of a North Atlantic gale. The dizzying thrill of one of Walter Deeds’ frenzied attacks on a submerged contact.
         The feeling of numb helplessness watching a merchantman sink. The bunker oil and burning bodies stench of its aftermath. Daisy’s going, not surprisingly. As chillingly clear today as on the day it happened.
      

      
      Which was New Year’s Eve 1942. Daisy is, was, a Flower class corvette. Short, tubby, single-screwed, corvettes were based on a design for a Middlesbrough whale-catcher.
         A glorified fishing boat in other words. Upon the outbreak of the war the design was hastily modified for gentle coastal patrol
         work. Then, in classic Navy tradition, and to the abject horror of her architect, these little coastal patrollers were thrown
         straight into the North Atlantic, and convoy escort duty. ‘But they were never designed to take that kind of punishment!’
         the architect protested. ‘They have to take it,’ replied their Lordships. And in the end more than two hundred were built,
         and their records speak for themselves.
      

      
      Fortunately, despite the fact that, as one commentator put it ‘a corvette would roll on wet grass’, they turned out to be
         fantastically strong sea boats. Under-powered, under-armoured and underwater most of the time, at just two hundred feet and
         1200 tons they were little more than cold, cramped and smelly tin boxes for the eighty or so men who lived, worked and occasionally
         died in them. ‘Cheap-and-nasties’ was another popular nickname for corvettes. Yet once you got used to them, (some folk never
         did and transferred out as soon as they could), you’d never want to pass your war anywhere else.
      

      
      Why flowers? God knows. Although I did once make tentative enquiries, I never was able to discover whose bright idea it had
         been to name these little ships after flowers. Whoever it was he deserved to be stood up against a wall and shot. We on Daisy, like so many other corvettes, were continually the butt of jokes afloat and ashore, and, while it was mildly amusing at
         first, it quickly grew irksome. It certainly drove Skipper Deeds apoplectic. ‘Bloody warships need names like Spiteful, or Spit-in-your-eye or Spartacus!’ he’d curse, stamping about the bridge. He had a point. Can you imagine a German U-boat captain being terrified into an
         indecisive funk at the prospect of being pursued by a glorified fishing boat called Buttercup? I think not. So we lost the psychological advantage before we even started. Flowers. There’s a famous story about HMS Periwinkle, one of the first corvettes off the blocks. Apparently, upon joining her first convoy the escorting destroyer signalled her:
      

      
      ‘What are you?’ the destroyer demanded.

      
      ‘Periwinkle.’ came the reply.
      

      
      ‘Can I stick a pin in you?’

      
      ‘No, I am a small blue flower, not a shellfish.’

      
      ‘Then I will come over and fertilise you.’ Very funny.

      
      We were crossing the gap. That night. The 31st December 1942. The mid-Atlantic air gap. Halfway home in other words, six days
         out of Halifax, Nova Scotia, about a week from our base in Londonderry. We were four corvettes and one destroyer, escorting
         a convoy of sixty merchant ships carrying everything from tractor engine lubricant to tinned tuna. Those convoys were about
         all that were keeping Britain going then, a fact that for obvious reasons was not well advertised at the time. Here’s another. At the outbreak of
         the war, Britain depended entirely on a fleet of about three thousand mostly superannuated merchant ships for half its food,
         most of its industrial raw materials and all its oil. If Admiral Dönitz had got his way with Hitler and persuaded the mad bugger to divert his efforts into stopping those
         ships at the outset, it would have all been over for us inside three months. Churchill said recently that throughout the whole
         war, the only thing that really frightened him was the prospect of the U-boats strangling those Atlantic supply lines.
      

      
      They very nearly did, but, fortunately for us, Hitler, whose grasp of the finer points of naval warfare was never his strongest
         suit, preferred to pour his ship-building resources into potency symbols – impressive but vulnerable monsters like Bismarck, Tirpitz and the rest – instead of amassing the large, cheap and infinitely more deadly submarine fleet that Dönitz begged him for.
         As a result we got a lucky breathing space, built convoy escorts as fast as we could, developed and improved our anti-submarine
         countermeasures and generally began to get our act together.
      

      
      In a while, of course, German High Command realised the error of its ways and began getting its together too. So much so that
         by the beginning of ’43 everything hung in the balance. By then, fighting for the convoys had evolved into a vicious, bloody,
         no-holds-barred business. Which side held the upper hand was a moot point. We were slowly getting better at protecting the
         precious merchantmen, while the Germans were growing more adept at attacking them. And still sinking far too many – a terrifying 100,000 tons in one week
         alone, early that year. For a betting man – and show me a sailor who isn’t – it was even money as to who would win. Incidentally,
         another fact. The Battle of the Atlantic, as it became known, was the only conflict of the war that began the day war was
         declared, and was still going on the day it ended. And another, this one grimly underscoring the savagery with which it was
         prosecuted. Around thirty-two thousand U-boat men met and endured what in many cases must have been an unspeakable death.
         That figure represents the highest percentile loss rate of any branch of the German armed services. Statistically, even an
         infantryman on the Russian Front stood a better chance of surviving. Curiously, over the same period, an almost identical
         number of Allied merchant seamen lost their lives – a figure that by chance represents the highest percentile loss rate of
         any branch of the Allied Services. No comfort to the widows and orphans, and probably no surprise to anyone who was there,
         but it puts the human cost of that theatre of the war into perspective.
      

      
      So, the mid-Atlantic air gap. A lonely, three-hundred-mile-wide expanse of freezing North Atlantic, between twenty and forty
         degrees west, to the south-east of Greenland, way south of Iceland, and thus too far from land for even the longest range
         aircraft to patrol. A vast expanse of open ocean, in other words, where there was no hope at all of any protective air cover.
         So U-boats could gather there in safety, like wolves in a pack, choose their moments, and their targets, and attack at leisure. The Devil’s Gorge, some of us called it. The Black Hole was another name. Mainly it
         was just The Gap. The air boys at Coastal Command had been trying to plug it for months, using specially equipped long-range
         Liberators. But the geography was against them. And the pitiful winter daylight. And the appalling Atlantic weather. Eventually
         the gap did get closed but not until later. In the meantime, convoys like ours that night faced it alone. The Germans had
         a name for it too. The Happy Hunting Ground.
      

      
      It was the coldest night I can ever remember. So cold, crystals of hoarfrost sprouted on the wool of your duffel coat like
         sugar icing, and bare cheeks were nipped blue. As usual we’d been closed up for hours. Ready for action, that means. That
         was standard procedure then. In daytime you were safe enough because the U-boats preferred to attack by night. Under cover
         of darkness they could approach on the surface, get right in among the merchantmen like foxes in a chicken coop, wreak their
         havoc, then dive and escape. So, when operating in a danger area such as the gap, the drill was to rest up somewhat during
         the day, catch up on meals and sleep, pipe down and get something hot inside you at dusk, then darken ship and close up to
         action stations at nightfall. And then wait. In mid-winter, at those latitudes, with the ever-present prospect of a lonely
         five-minute death in the freezing ocean hanging over you, those nights could seem very long indeed.
      

      
      I was a floater. I’d been with Daisy seven months by then and had grown to know her well. My job when we were closed up was to help out where and when required. Sometimes aft with the two-pound pom-pom anti-aircraft gun crew, although
         that would generally only be in daylight. Sometimes with Sub-Lieutenant Brown on the depth charge rails at the stern, or with
         our other sub, Dick Woolley, on the four-inch gun for’ard. Very occasionally in the Asdic hut with Lieutenant Strang. Quite
         often on the bridge with the captain. I was a jack of all trades, in other words, which actually sums up something of the
         midshipman’s traditional role. The word midshipman tends to conjure images of Nelson’s navy, and smartly dressed little boys
         in breeches and topcoats scurrying up ratlines to swarm out along the mainyard or whatever. Many’s the time a dockyard matey
         would say to me: ‘Midshipman? Blimey, I didn’t know the Navy still had ’em.’ Well they do, did, particularly in ’43, by which
         time trained junior officers were getting mighty scarce. Putting us mids to sea was yet another way of truncating a young
         man’s training, and filling the officer void. God knows the barrel was practically empty already. As it was, we had already
         called up the RNR – that’s the Royal Navy Reserve – and the RNVR – that’s the Volunteer Reserve, or ‘temporary gentlemen’
         as they were known. Then there were the Commonwealth boys – RAN, RNZN, RCN, that’s the Royal Australian, New Zealand and Canadian
         navies. They were all right, mostly, but, well, pretty slapdash sometimes, and far too informal. Not like the real thing.
         Actually, very few of us on Daisy were proper RN. The first lieutenant, Strang was, I think. The coxswain, Larkin. A few of the stokers. Me, of course, although
         without my consent or consultation. But that’s another story. Deeds, the skipper, wasn’t a regular. He was ex-merchant navy,
         so was RNR. Villiers was RNVR.
      

      
      I was on the bridge, out on the bridge wing with the starboard lookout, an HO rating called Pitt. HO stands for hostilities
         only, the lowest of the low. HOs were drafted in and packed aboard with practically no training at all. Most of them had never
         set foot on board a ship in their lives, they literally didn’t know one end from the other. They had to learn everything on
         the job. Some picked it up quite quickly, others were absolutely hopeless. HOs were always getting their leg pulled – especially
         the youngsters. I remember a new HO arriving on Daisy one Sunday morning in ’Derry. He looked about sixteen and absolutely terrified. One of the older hands, Frank Tuker probably,
         spotted him and immediately set to. ‘Crikey, lad, you only just made it in time! Sunday Divisions in five minutes and the
         captain’s an absolute stickler for doing it right. Quick, go and get changed into your number one rig then go and ask the
         Buffer for the key to the ship’s organ.’ The Buffer was the chief bosun’s mate. Of course there was no ship’s organ, but this
         poor unfortunate, still humping his kit bag and gas mask and all the rest of it, was sent from pillar to post looking for
         the key to the damned thing. The bosun’s mate didn’t have it, so sent him off to ask the leading stoker. Leading stoker said
         he didn’t have it but to try the Chief ERA. The Chief scratched his head and said he thought he’d seen it hanging on the wall
         of the officers’ wardroom. We were all lounging about in there when the wretched boy burst in, frantic with panic and stuttering something about how the Chief said the captain would nail his balls to the deck if he didn’t turn up
         the key to the ship’s organ. Captain Deeds looked up briefly, but just sighed and shook his head and went back to his newspaper.
         The rest of us scoffed and sniggered like sixth formers outside the tuck shop. But Villiers – and this is the reason the incident
         stuck in my memory – Villiers was absolutely furious. Not with the boy, but with the way he was being humiliated. The system.
         ‘For God’s sake, what possible good can come from these ridiculous rituals!’ he demanded of no one in particular. It was unusual,
         for I had never seen him really angry, really anything in fact, before. He rose to his feet and went to the boy.
      

      
      ‘What’s your name?’ he asked, his expression changing completely in the space of about two seconds. He was smiling, not condescendingly,
         but in a way that just said, Look, don’t take any notice, it’s all right.
      

      
      ‘Well, then, Hampton,’ he went on. It was something like Hampton. ‘The thing is not to worry about it now. Why don’t you head
         on below, stow your things, then have a look around the ship. Your watch leader will show you the ropes; you’ll be astonished
         how quickly you get the hang of it all.’
      

      
      I’ll never forget it. Villiers, and the incomprehension in that boy’s eyes. And then the relief. Dead now, of course. Hampton.
         Pitt too.
      

      
      The corvette’s bridge then was a canvas-sided, completely open-to-the-skies affair that afforded no protection from the elements
         whatsoever. If it rained you got wet, although that was the least of it. There were little hinged spray windscreens on the front, like on a Jeep, but they were mostly for show and, anyway, if the weather was foul and you shipped a sea – and
         corvettes spent much of their time with their noses buried beneath the waves – these were completely useless and had even
         been known to smash. Basically there was no protection: if it was wet, so were you; if it was blowing you caught it; if it
         was freezing cold, then you froze. And it was cold that night, as already said. Had been for days. The cook had to collect
         meat from the new meat-storage locker out on deck, and put it in the refrigerator to thaw out. Cold, then. But not especially rough, as I recall, the wind about a four, on our quarter. Daisy rolled, but then she always rolled, a moderate sea heaving sluggishly about in the weak starlight like molten tar.
      

      
      Daisy’s station was at the rear of the convoy, sweeping back and forth in case of a stern attack, rounding up stragglers and generally
         trying to keep a neat formation. Not so easy in the pitch-black and with all ships darkened. And the rear of the convoy, well,
         tail-end Charlie, it was every crew’s least favourite position. Especially our skipper’s. He’d had a burr under his saddle
         all evening.
      

      
      ‘Ye Gods but it’s cold,’ he kept saying to no one in particular, in his flat-vowelled Yorkshire voice. ‘And it’s too dark.
         Far too bloody dark.’ As if it was our fault. He was on the centre portion of the bridge, the captain’s normal position at
         action stations. I could barely see him in the gloom even though he was less than ten feet from me, but I could sense him,
         as could we all, pacing around as usual like a caged bear, restless and irascible.
      

      
      ‘Shall I rustle up another round of kye, sir?’ I volunteered magnanimously. Kye is Navy cocoa. It comes in these solid off-white
         slabs which you grind into the mug using a cheese grater. Add hot water and stir until your spoon stands up in it and that’s
         kye, a wonderful warm lining to your ribs on a freezing night. The Navy practically runs on it. That organising it meant running
         below to the warmth of the galley never entered my head. But in any case Deeds wasn’t having any of it.
      

      
      ‘Not due for another half-hour, Mid,’ he replied from the darkness. It was at that moment that Pitt stiffened at the rail
         beside me. I saw it too. A distant white flash on the starboard horizon that dulled almost immediately to a red glow.
      

      
      ‘’Ere we go,’ Pitt murmured through his binoculars. ‘Bang on time and a ’appy new year to us all.’

      
      I checked my watch. Pitt was right. It was four minutes past midnight. The 1st January 1943. A new year. I felt nothing. No
         excitement, no sense of pages turning, no feeling that an end was nearing. Only the cold, and a dull, carefully compartmentalised
         compassion for the men beginning their forlorn struggle for life on the tilting deck of their ship far out at the head of
         the convoy.
      

      
      ‘Shipflash, Captain!’ I made the report, somewhat unnecessarily, as everyone had seen it. But procedure is procedure. ‘Off
         the starboard bow, about five miles, looks like it’s towards the head of the centre column.’ Shipflash. Not ship hit by torpedo,
         not ship blown to smithereens, on fire and already sinking. Just shipflash. Report only what you see, Deeds had drummed into
         us time and again. Only what you actually see. ‘But sir,’ I once foolishly protested, ‘surely if we know it’s a torpedo hit …’ ‘And just how do you bloody know? Psychic are you? Could be she ran into a mine, or copped a bomb from a Dornier. Could be it’s accidental,
         like a fire in the galley, or an explosion in the engine room. Could be some daft clod simply dropped a signal flare on deck.
         Until we know for sure, all we can say is that it’s a flash of light on a ship, right? Got it?’
      

      
      ‘Got it, Mid,’ his voice, calm and controlled now that it was starting, came back across the bridge. ‘Torpedo,’ he added,
         perversely but predictably. Near him, other shadowy figures were training binoculars towards the stricken ship.
      

      
      ‘God help them on a night like this,’ someone said. ‘It must be fifteen degrees below.’

      
      Five minutes later, another flash. This one nearer, towards the stern of the convoy. And this time there was no need for Deeds’
         euphemisms. Everyone who saw it knew what it was. A brilliant yellow burst that lit the sky, briefly bathing the bridge party’s
         faces in a sickly glow before it faded. A few seconds later the dull rumble of explosion.
      

      
      ‘Helm starboard twenty!’ Deeds bent to voice-pipes. ‘Sound rattlers! Engine full ahead, that one was fired from our end of
         the screen.’ A bell alarm rang through the ship. Moments later Daisy heeled to port and we all felt the increased shuddering of her plates beneath our feet as she began to accelerate across
         the stern of the convoy. It was beginning again. Though men were fighting for their lives barely a mile away – and we could
         clearly see the second victim ship silhouetted against the flicker of rising flames – there was no denying the visceral thrill of anticipation that ran through every one of us at the prospect of going into action.
         Of doing something. Of hitting back. Feigning the nonchalance none of us felt, I moved nearer to the centre of the bridge,
         to be ready for the call. Go and man the pompom, Mid. Or the Lewis gun, or the searchlight. Or simply, stay close at hand,
         Mid, until I need you. Meanwhile, despite the fact that in theory we’d been ready for hours, the ship was stirring anew, shaking
         herself like a waking dog, coming to life. Exactly as she had on hundreds of occasions before.
      

      
      ‘Bridge, engine room. Engine at two-twenty revolutions, engine room all closed up down here.’

      
      ‘Bridge, wheelhouse. Coxswain at the wheel, steering zero-three-zero.’

      
      ‘Bridge, Brown here. Depth charges closed up.’

      
      ‘Right you are.’ Deeds bent to another voice-pipe. ‘Asdic. Strang! Anything?’

      
      ‘Nothing.’ The first officer’s voice floated tinnily on to the bridge.

      
      ‘What? Nothing at all?’

      
      A pause. ‘Sir, there are sixty ships out there.’ Strang’s voice was edgy. ‘There’s plenty of propeller noise, but nothing
         on Asdic.’
      

      
      ‘Well, that last U-boat would have dived after he fired. He’s down there now, somewhere in our sector, so keep bloody sweeping.’
         Deeds too was coming to life. When he was waiting, inactive, he was helpless, impotent, a prisoner. But the moment rattlers
         sounded, heralding the prospect of imminent action, he was transformed, energised, released. As a result, so was the whole ship. ‘Woolley!’ He leaned forward over the bridge rail. Just below and ahead, muffled figures
         wearing white flash hoods and tin helmets were clustered around the breach of a large deck gun.
      

      
      ‘Sir!’ A face, round and pale, looked up at Deeds from among them.

      
      ‘Is that four-inch peashooter of yours closed up ready, Sub?’

      
      ‘Closed up and ready to fire, sir.’

      
      ‘Right. We might need it. Admiralty estimates as many as six U-boats in the vicinity. Night like this they’ll be attacking
         on the surface, so keep your bloody eyes peeled.’ He stepped back, a short, stocky figure beneath the swaying canopy of stars,
         a heavily lined grey face, a battered uniform cap pushed back on a bald forehead. ‘And that goes for the rest of you,’ he
         added, raising his binoculars. The second ship was burning furiously now, flames clawed skywards, tinged curiously green.
         Iron-ore carrier that meant. So she’d sink like a stone. She was already listing hard. We could make out running figures silhouetted
         against the rising inferno.
      

      
      ‘It’s too bloody easy,’ Deeds cursed. ‘Moonless night as black as your hat, no air cover for days, sixty ships protected by
         four poxy little corvettes and a clapped-out destroyer. Like shooting fish in a barrel.’
      

      
      As if on cue another call from a voice-pipe. ‘Bridge, radio!’

      
      ‘What is it?’

      
      ‘Signal from Vehement.’ Vehement was the destroyer in charge of the convoy.
      

      
      ‘Read it.’
      

      
      ‘Vehement to Daisy. Enemy penetrated convoy rear screen. Do you require assistance tracking?’
      

      
      ‘No I do not, you bastard,’ Deeds muttered, his binoculars welded to his eyes. The doomed ore carrier was going, her stern
         slipping under, her bow rising from the sea like a desperately pointing finger. Figures were jumping into the icy waves around
         it. Vehement’s signal was an admonishment, a ticking-off. The convoy commander, dashing back and forth way out at the head of the convoy,
         telling us that Daisy had let a U-boat slip past her and into the rear of the convoy.
      

      
      ‘Signal no thanks, we—’ Another flash lit the sky, then within seconds a fourth, both from the centre of the convoy. Deeds
         hesitated, his binoculars swinging from one victim to the next. It no longer mattered, it was out of his hands now, out of
         everyone’s. ‘—estimate convoy screen now penetrated from all sides, will continue sweep at rear. Tomlin!’
      

      
      At last. ‘Sir!’

      
      ‘What are you doing?’

      
      ‘Nothing, sir.’

      
      ‘What do you mean nothing?’

      
      ‘I mean I’m on the starboard Lewis gun, sir. That and the searchlight and Aldis lamp, sir.’ Nothing, in other words. Nothing
         really important. As usual.
      

      
      ‘Right. Nip up top, lad. Take the glasses with you and see if you can’t spot something, anything.’

      
      I was already moving. Up top. The crow’s nest – little more than an overgrown soup tin nailed to the swaying radio mast twenty
         feet above the deck. Lookouts hated it generally, the motion was awful, you had little protection, and if the wind was from the stern you were suffocated by engine
         fumes from the funnel. But I was young and agile and keen. I fair scampered across the bridge towards the companionway.
      

      
      It was then that I saw Villiers.

      
      He was stepping quietly on to the bridge from the port ladder. He was wearing his uniform jacket and sea boots, but with his
         heavy leather jerkin over the top, his white pañuelo ’kerchief thing tied about his neck as a scarf, and his curious black hat, his boina, like a French beret, only bigger, on his head. He must have been getting on for twenty-two, which seemed very mature and
         well seasoned to an eighteen-year-old like me at the time, but ridiculously young now, looking back. He glanced at me, a glimmer
         of friendly recognition, then looked out at the scene across the convoy. I hesitated, sensing what was coming. Deeds glanced
         back and saw him.
      

      
      ‘Number Two,’ he grunted in acknowledgement, before turning forward again. Daisy was straining spiritedly ahead now, lifting and crashing into the seas, a wide bone of a bow wave in her teeth.
      

      
      ‘Captain,’ Villiers replied noncommittally. A pause. Still I hesitated. ‘Four hit, so far, is it?’

      
      ‘Something like that.’

      
      ‘There’ll be people in the water.’

      
      ‘I know that.’ Deeds’ back was still to him. Over to the right another flash as another torpedo hit home. ‘Jesus! Just how
         bloody many of them are there?’
      

      
      ‘Captain, might I …’
      

      
      ‘No, confound it, Number Two, you might not! We’re on a search, there is at least one submerged U-boat in our sector and I
         expect to be running in to attack it any minute. In fact, the moment Strang gets that blasted box of tricks of his to function.’
         As if to prove it he bent to the voice-pipes once more. ‘Asdic! Strang? Anything?’
      

      
      ‘Still too much clutter, sir; ships sinking, bulkheads collapsing, that sort of thing. We’ll maintain sweep, get on to them
         as soon as they dive clear.’
      

      
      ‘Well, keep bloody at it!’

      
      ‘I could have a boat away in under two minutes, Captain.’ Villiers’ voice was unearthly quiet. ‘Let me have four men.’

      
      Deeds swung round suddenly. ‘Sub-Lieutenant Villiers, may I remind you that, technically speaking, you are not properly a
         member of this crew any more. And that I am merely conveying you back to your home port to be hauled up in front of a disciplinary
         board, there to get your arse severely chewed, before, and quite properly in my view, it is kicked out of the Service!’
      

      
      ‘Walter.’ He was smiling. The mad so-and-so was actually smiling. A sort of guileless I-know-you-don’t-really-mean-it smile.
         ‘Walter. I have to go, we both know that. The people from that ore carrier, we’ll be crossing her stern shortly, they are
         already in the water, and there will be many hundreds more before the night is done. Make a short turn to port, bring her
         about, I’ll drop the port boat in the lee and have it away from Daisy before you know it. You’ll barely have to stop.’
      

      
      ‘Permission to accompany him, sir!’ God’s truth, the words were out of my mouth before I knew I’d said them.
      

      
      Deeds looked from one of us to the other, his face a mask of disbelief. Then suddenly he seemed to sort of slump before us,
         deflate, as though overcome with weariness at it all. And age. Three solid years he’d been doing this. Three years with barely
         a break. It was killing him by degrees.
      

      
      ‘It’s madness, man, utter madness,’ he protested doggedly. ‘Quite apart from the risk bringing Daisy to a stop, just what do you hope to achieve? How many can you save in a fifteen-foot rowing boat?’
      

      
      ‘We can gather them together. Get them up out of the water on to Carley floats and keep them together. They’ll have a chance.
         If we do nothing we’ll lose hundreds. Captain, you must let me try.’
      

      
      The bridge, Deeds’ squat bulk in the centre of it, was illuminated from behind momentarily by yet another flash, this one
         from the starboard edge of the convoy. Starshells and chandelier flares also sparkled in different portions of the sky, like
         private firework displays. ‘God’s teeth!’ he cursed yet again. He was wearing his lifebelt, of course, and carrying his Service
         revolver, as he always did at action stations. It hung from a white lanyard looped around his neck, one of his many endearing
         little oddities. Another was the way he sometimes kept one hand inside his duffel coat, at his chest. Like Napoleon. Or so
         I had always assumed.
      

      
      ‘I’ll not be able to pick you up again, you do know that? Possibly for hours, at least until we’ve driven them off and it’s
         safe to stop.’
      

      
      ‘I understand. We’ll stand off until you’re ready, keep in touch with a signalling light.’
      

      
      ‘Madness,’ Deeds repeated, but knew he was lost. ‘Michael, you are going to have to be unbelievably quick getting that bloody
         boat away. There are U-boats all over the place tonight.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll not hold you up more than a minute or two.’

      
      They eyed each other. I just held my breath and waited. Daisy dipped into a sea, then rose, the rush and swirl of icy white ocean gurgling across her decks and into the scuppers. Almost
         like a father and son, I thought, watching them, and not knowing. Finally, a nod, a single nod, to us both, then he was turning
         forwards once more. ‘Very well. Get ready. And be quick about it.’
      

      
      Daisy had two ship’s boats, stowed amidships, one on either side. Whalers, ship’s boats were called sometimes, harking back to
         the days of hand-thrown harpoons when you had to row a small boat right up to your prey to be in with a chance of hitting
         it. And they really were small, about fifteen feet, wooden, clinker-built. Strong enough, but to the untutored eye not hugely
         dissimilar to the sort of thing you’d take the family out in for a jolly on the Serpentine. They hung from davits over the
         deck. The procedure for lowering one was to swing the davits out so the boat hung over the side of the ship, climb aboard,
         then lower away using ropes and pulleys, called falls, until you reached the water. Sounds simple enough, but even on a calm
         day on a millpond, it is surprisingly easy to cock up. At sea, in the dark, in any kind of weather, it’s downright dangerous.
      

      
      You have to stop the ship. Just for a minute or two while you lower the boat into the water and get unhooked from the falls.
         Otherwise the thing gets dragged about, smashing into the ship’s side, or slewing sideways until it fills and overturns. It
         was this stopping of the ship, in an ocean full of U-boats, offering a stationary target in other words, that Walter Deeds,
         along with everyone else on board, was most concerned about.
      

      
      But Villiers knew what he was doing. In a couple of minutes he had rounded up three more spare hands and assembled us all
         by the port boat. Apart from me, there was the aforementioned Frank Tuker, a notoriously surly long-service senior AB. Then
         there was William Harrison, a quietly spoken signalman from Wellingborough, and a spotty young HO rating on his first trip
         called Albert Giddings. None appeared overly pleased at the prospect of a rowing boat excursion in the middle of the Atlantic,
         at night, to look for dead and dying sailors, with nothing but half a dozen enemy submarines for company. Giddings in particular
         looked awful, white as a sheet and shaking with fear.
      

      
      ‘I appreciate you doing this,’ Villiers said simply, as if they had any choice. At least he made it sound is if they did.
         ‘We’ll be all right, you have my word on it.’ I believed him. Giddings, eyes like pale saucers in the gloom, was desperately
         trying to. Harrison’s face was expressionless, Tuker just grunted. We threw some gear, ropes, flashlights and so on, into
         the boat and began unfastening the falls. Daisy was already slowing, and turning in a half-circle to try and create an area of semi-flat sea for us to drop into. Two more hands appeared to help us launch. We clambered aboard, then waited
         for Daisy to come to a stop. It seemed an age, but it can only have been a minute or two before we were slowly bumping down her side.
         I remember the unusual quiet at Daisy’s stopped engines and the sluggish dull slap of waves against the side of her hull. ‘Get on with it, for God’s sake!’ one
         of the hands urged anxiously from above. Finally, and on a more or less even keel, we hit the water with a smack and after
         only minimal fumbling released the shackles attaching us to the falls.
      

      
      Villiers took the tiller at the stern, the rest of us shipped an oar each and, arranging ourselves side by side on the thwarts,
         began to pull away from Daisy.
      

      
      Since we rowers were facing backwards, as it were, I saw the whole thing. In the most vivid slow motion.

      
      We’d only gone about a hundred yards. Although there was an energetic frothing at her stern as the propeller bit into the
         water, Daisy was not yet properly underway, barely moving. Suddenly Villiers stood up at the stern of the whaler.
      

      
      ‘My God. I’ve killed them all.’ It was what he said. An instant later, a sort of throbbing vibration passed right beneath
         us, and an arrow-straight line of green phosphorescence shot under our boat, about three feet below the surface, racing at
         unbelievable speed straight towards the ship.
      

      
      ‘Daisy!’ It was Villiers. Not a cry of warning, or even helplessness. It was primeval. A death-cry. A cry of mourning, of loss beyond
         bearing. It made your spine go cold.
      

      
      The torpedo struck Daisy amidships. Right in the fuel-oil tanks that lined her sides outboard of the forward boiler room. There was a smaller, muffled
         boom first, then, about half a second later, an enormous flash, a massive, concussive explosion and Daisy just burst apart, right into two pieces, her two halves lifting high in the middle such that they were almost completely
         out of the water. At the same time an eruption of flame and spray exploded upwards, sixty, seventy feet into the sky. Pieces
         of deck equipment, superstructure and what were unmistakably bodies, flying skywards with it. The pom-pom, all half a ton
         of it, just sprang from its mountings aft and flew, spinning, as though tossed, thirty yards over the stern. For’ard, the
         four-inch gun, its white hooded crew still clustered around it, detached itself from the madly canting deck and crashed, tumbling,
         forwards into the waves beyond the bow. Everything in-between, the entire mid-section of the ship in other words, seemed to
         vanish before our eyes.
      

      
      I felt a blow to my upper body, like a two-fisted punch to the chest, as the shockwave struck us. It knocked me backwards
         off the seat, so that I was sitting, legs flying, in the bottom of the dinghy. Someone, Villiers, was yelling. ‘Row!’ He appeared
         to be saying. ‘For the love of Mary, row!’ But we were too deafened, and too stunned to do anything, except stare in horror
         at our ship’s destruction.
      

      
      It lasted but seconds. As the first explosion subsided, she sort of settled back on to an even keel. Her two halves came almost
         together again, as if giant unseen hands were miraculously trying to rejoin them. But then, like lovers turning away from each other, the two halves rolled on to their sides, in opposite directions, and with these awful booming noises
         emanating from deep in her vitals, tortured metallic shrieks and the scream of escaping steam, Daisy turned up her rust-streaked keel and dived for the ocean bed.
      

      
      Villiers was still yelling. But there was no time. No time to understand, no time even to begin to grasp what had happened,
         and what it meant. Less than a minute earlier, a ship, our ship, had been sitting right in front of us. Now she was gone,
         erased, plummeting into the black depths. ‘Row!’ he was shouting, on and on. ‘For God’s sake all of you, row!’ I saw his face
         close to mine, felt his hand grasping at the collar of my duffel coat, hauling me back up on to the thwart. ‘Stephen, come
         on!’ I looked at him, trying to hear, trying to understand, but still deafened, still shocked incapable. ‘The depth charges,
         Stephen! They’re all armed, they’ll go off any second!’ Depth charges. Daisy’s depth charges. Sub-Lieutenant Martin Brown’s depth charges. Primed and armed and ready to go off at their preset depths.
      

      
      We’d be blown to matchwood.

      
      I hoisted myself on to the thwart, fumbling for my oar. Beside me, someone else, Harrison I think it was, began pulling on
         another. The other two were behind us, at the bows, I don’t know if they were pulling.
      

      
      Not that it made much difference. The depth charges went off.

      
      I only remember this. An eerie ring of light, a kind of wide circular flash, like lightning, just above the surface of the
         water where Daisy had been. A violent shuddering sensation beneath my feet. A crack of thunder, then the whole sea, the whole world, erupting, pausing, then jerking upwards.
         Hard, jagged edges of solid water flung into the night sky, like vast stalagmites, or soaring spires, then hanging there,
         for what seemed like an aeon, frozen in time, before finally beginning to subside.
      

      
      And then the wave. A menacing wall of solid grey that hurtled, hissing, outwards at us from the epicentre. Growing as it spread,
         rising to engulf us, until in moments it towered twenty feet or more over our heads. Then it was upon us, curling high above,
         smooth, black, noiseless. A glimpse of a foam-white crest framed by a canopy of stars, like a gaping mouth, an instant of
         frozen timelessness, then the stars were gone, the wall smashed down, and in an insane flailing, falling, tumbling eternity
         of chaos, the world came to an end.
      

      
      Drowning isn’t so bad after all. Not nearly so much of a mad panic as I’d always imagined. The freezing cold of the water
         drives the air from the lungs in a second. That’s a shock. But after that you go down, it’s very dark, very cold and very
         quiet. And very peaceful.
      

      
      Well, that’s that, I thought, and surrendered.
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