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Chapter One 

An overwhelming white light filled his eyes and head. It was too bright to be ordinary daylight. It was more like looking directly into a welder's arc. It was so luminous it was painful. He heard nothing. It was as if his ears had stopped working or maybe been stuffed with cotton wool. But it was the cruel white light that made everything seem unreal. He closed his eyes to shut it out. When he opened them again he kept the lids as closed as was necessary to see only vaguely what was going on. Gradually, the brightness became less intense and greyer. It was like sliding the gamma button leftwards on a photo enhancement program. The picture came into focus and he could see three white buttons on the front of a white blouse. The nurse was speaking.


'I think he may be waking up.' she said.

He considered trying to reply to this rather impersonal statement, but found it too difficult. He relaxed, and the light went away and he slipped gratefully into the oblivion he had been in before.

Rear Admiral Sir Geoffrey 'Cocky' Cockburn RN retired, slept in the most expensive hospital bed that the Oregon Health and Science University could offer. The vehicle that had knocked him down in the street in Portland two days earlier, had broken his right leg, a right arm and two ribs. But more than that, he was in trauma. His body and mind had been more shaken up than ever before. His face was not completely unscathed, although the scratches and bruises were superficial. The chief surgeon had announced that the patient was likely to recover well eventually, but that he would need at least another four weeks in hospital, followed by about three months care and rehab. His American host's insurance was paying for the medical care, but 'Cocky' Cockburn was as unaware of this as he was unconscious of everything else going on around him
A few weeks earlier, Admiral Grant Goldman USN retd. had invited Cocky and his wife Lady Kate, over to stay with him in Oregon and renew their old acquaintance. Many years before, it seemed like another life then, Captain Goldman had been in charge of the new helicopter carrier the USS Commencement Bay in Japan. His marines had rescued Cocky from the Russian trawler that was taking him to Vladivostok. 

It was Grant Goldman's pleasure and hobby nowadays, to re-create many old friendships from his own time in the navy. He had become a successful businessman after retiring from the US Navy, and was making millions as a consultant to the Northrop Grumman helicopter manufacturing group. He liked to invite his old friends and shipmates to catch salmon in Oregon's finest fishing paradise, the Columbia River. The watercourse rises in the snows of the Canadian Rockies to form the fourth largest river in America, leading to a drainage basin the size of France. It has one of the most romantic histories of all the rivers in the USA. For more than 15,000 years it has been used by the first indigenous people, then trappers and fur traders, steamships and of course, fishermen. Now the upper river has been harnessed for electricity and locks have tamed the dangerous cascades.

Inland to the east of Portland it is a maze of locks and reservoirs and fast flowing falls. From Portland city west to the sea it is navigable, and a source of pleasure and vacations for thousands of visitors each year. 

***

Admiral Goldman drove Cocky's wife Lady Kate, ten miles to the hospital in Portland every day, to see how his friend was getting on. He felt personally responsible for the 'accident' because he did not believe for one moment that it was a chance event

It had all begun a month earlier, just before Cocky and Kate were due to arrive at Portland International airport. The unexpected invitation had been quite an excitement for them both. Neither had ever spent much time in America, and certainly not on the west coast of Oregon. Cocky only had a vague memory of Grant Goldman. They had kept in touch with the occasional email and Christmas card, but that was all. Portland is known as the City of Roses, and Kate, to whom roses were synonymous with happiness, was keen to find out why.

The Cockburns had left their small son Guy, at home in the care of their young friend Kylie Brown. Kylie had been present at the birth and was like a second mother to little Guy. She was thrilled to be entrusted with the responsibility, and keen to prove her capability and expertise with the two year old.

Both Cocky and Kate looked forward to sailing with the old Admiral. He had told them about his 53 ft William Gardner designed yacht, 'Seaspace' moored in the marina at Portland. They were hoping to explore the Pacific coastline; even perhaps to sail up to Canada. Grant had told them that it was at least 90 nautical miles to the sea from Portland, but that sailing down the Willamette and Colombia rivers would be a huge attraction, and travelling that way to the sea would be a magical experience.
***
To the Cockburns' surprise, Grant and his wife Barbara, were not at the terminal to meet them as arranged. There was a message at the Delta Airlines desk for them to take a taxi to the Goldman's home in Forest Highlands, twenty five miles to the south west. It was an exhilarating drive full of the most breathtaking vistas.  Kate had tried to smell the roses by opening the cab window but was greeted only by the fresh country air of Oregon farmland. Looking back to the left was the inspiring view of Portland city, one of the cleanest and finest in America. As a backdrop too, she could make out the white shark's fin of a snow-covered Mount Hood, the highest mountain in Oregon. 

Finally, the cab arrived at the grand post-colonial house. They were impressed by its long driveway and the huge frontage with high white pillars. It looked like a stately home from a film about the deep south. Cocky joked that they might look forward to a mint julep or two.

The cab dropped them at the foot of some imposing steps, and looking up at the top, they saw a distressed butler and maid both in tears, who informed them that Admiral Goldman's eighteen year old grand daughter Abigail, had disappeared earlier that day. It was being treated by the police as a suspected kidnap. Grant and Betty Goldman were in Beaverton, a suburb of Portland, not too far away, with their daughter Rebecca, Abi's mother,  trying to comfort her and find out more. 

The Goldmans had asked the two servants to cater for their guests. They were taken into the house which was even more impressive indoors. The entrance hall was light and elegant, and the only room they saw before supper was a tastefully oak panelled sitting room overlooking the extended garden and swimming pool. Supper was on the table and their room was ready after their long journey. Cocky telephoned Rebecca's home to tell the Goldmans that they had arrived, and were being looked after. He and Kate then went to bed. Their room was enormous, with a window looking to the front of the house and the drive. The bed was a modern four-poster and a 36 inch TV was placed at the foot. Several vases of roses lent a festive air and sweet scent about the room to delight Kate. However, when they turned in they were both in a more sober mood.  
The next morning when Kate and Cocky went downstairs, Barbara and Grant Goldman were already seated in the huge kitchen drinking coffee.


'We waited breakfast for you,' said Barbara getting up to greet them. It was obvious that she had been crying but was putting on a brave face. Grant merely nodded and indicated the vacant chairs. He clearly could not trust himself to speak.


'We're so sorry,' said Cocky, 'Please tell us if we can help.'


'It's kind of you, and I am so sorry we weren't at the airport to meet you.' Barbara gestured around the room as if to say 'Help yourselves.' She too, was overcome and suddenly put down her coffee cup and dropped her head into her hands.


'We don't know what to do,' she sobbed. 'Little Abi is so precious.'


'She is eighteen years old though, you wrote to us,' said Kate. She went over to Barbara and put her arm across her shoulders.


'Yes, but what I did not say at the time was that she suffers with Asperger's Syndrome and unless the kidnappers understand, they won't know how to deal with her.'


'Oh dear, what does that mean exactly?' asked Kate. Having been a teacher, she had some brief experiences with such children, but she also knew that everyone with this problem was different, and teenage girls could manifest the syndrome in a variety of ways.


'Well to start with, she is pretty obsessed with her tropical fish, and she will already be in quite a state not knowing if they have been fed. She also likes to talk to them every morning for about ten minutes exactly. She even times herself. She will only eat certain food that Rebecca makes for her. She will be terribly upset about that. Oh deary me.' Barbara began crying softly again. 'She is so sweet and bright, but such a creature of habit. She has never been away from home before.'
Chapter Two
The hamburger lay uneaten on the hardwood sole of the yacht cabin. A girl was curled up on the bunk inside an old blue sleeping bag trying to pretend that she wasn't there.  As a pretty blonde eighteen year old, Abi knew she was unremarkable. She looked like many of her peers. What set her out from the others, was the fact that she had no interest in how she looked, or how she compared with the other girls. She was intelligent and well read. Apart from the fact that her short term memory often let her down, and that she had very little interest in other people, she could pass for a normal teenager most of the time. When frustrated however, she could be extremely irrational and angry, almost to the extent of self-harm. She was exceedingly frustrated now. 

When two young men had approached her on her way to her special school and asked if she knew about boats, she had trustingly said 'Of course.' and followed them into their SUV to help them with a problem that they had said needed expert fixing. They drove to a little creek off the Willamette river somewhere in the most deserted part of Portland, and invited her onto their yacht which was small by her family's standards. She had laughed and asked what was the matter. The next thing she remembered was that she had been bundled into the cabin and had duct tape stuck across her mouth and been forced into the sleeping bag which was zipped up to the top and fastened. They had then taken off the tape and told her she could shout as loud as she liked. The cabin door was locked and the dreadful hamburger thing left on the bunk by her head. It smelled so awful, that she gradually nudged it onto the deck and felt much better from the achievement. 

Gradually, she took her head out from the foetid sleeping bag and looked about the cabin. It was not all fitted teak like the family yacht, but she could see that the deck head was fibre-glass and the table and bulkheads were made of a cheap wood, which had been varnished rather than oiled or polished. Slowly she wriggled out of the bag, got up out of the bunk, and looked through one of the tiny port holes. On one side was a short stretch of muddy water, flowing quite slowly. She briefly wondered if there were any exotic fish in the stream. On the other side of the cabin was a limited view of weathered grey wooden jetty with long grass and trees on the shore. The meaty smell of the burger still assaulted her nostrils, but there was no opening to throw it from. She felt no hunger anyway, but found a large bottle of water on the cabin steps. Evidently the two men were not complete animals, but it was puzzle to know what had happened. She drank the whole bottle of water in one long draught. It helped to make her feel less angry.

Abi never seriously wondered why events occurred, she only felt uncomfortable when things were not normal. Today was not at all normal, but being inside a yacht was a familiar experience, and so she was not quite as agitated as she might have been. The men had taken away her cell phone, so she looked about for something to do. She found a rack of well-used paperbacks on a small shelf. One was called 'Fishes of The Columbia River' She had heard the of title and so took it down and began to read. She liked to keep moving and so read the book while walking round and round the tiny cabin.

***

Ryan and Joel Bouchard were brothers who always worked and played together. They had no friends and went in unholy fear of their father Dale Bouchard. Dale Bouchard was a small-time drug dealer. He bought small amounts of cocaine and sold it on to a few trusted customers. He was a useful outlet to the bigger dealers, but was a little fish in a big pool himself. He had earned a good living twenty years ago, which was when he bought the yacht Pretty Lily; but now his heart, liver and lungs were slowly giving up. He seldom moved from the recliner in his living room where he watched TV night and day. His disabilities however, did not inhibit his bullying. He could move suddenly and quickly when he wanted to. He kept a thick black leather bullwhip by his side at all times and both his sons were cowed and terrified, and had been so since they were born. Dale's ex-wife Lily had left when the boys were in their teens. She disappeared completely, no-one knew where.

Ryan, who was the elder at 24, conceived the idea of the kidnap while drunk one evening with Joel who was eighteen months younger. Both young men wore long fair hair and were almost identically dressed in jeans and grubby T-shirts.  They had no money and Ryan, who did occasional gardening work, had been hired the previous summer, for a couple of weeks by Abigail’s mother, to trim the grass and clean the pool at their house in Beaverton. To the young thug, the family gave an impression of wealth and the daughter went to some classy private institutions for 'rich but dim broads.'


'We don't need to ask for too much, right?' Ryan told his brother, leaning on the bar of their favourite watering hole. 'They can easy afford a hundred thousand. If it's not too heavy they won't bother with the cops. No use askin' for millions and have the FBI all over us.' 


'I could sure use a hundred thousand,' said Joel


'Hey, fifty!', said Ryan. 'We split down the middle like always.'


'Then we can ask for two hundred thou, and split that bro,' said Joel.


'Do we tell Dad about this?' asked Ryan.


'Hell no, he wouldn't agree to lettin' us go ahead without him, then we'd lose the lot.'

So the simple plan had been hatched and succeeded as far as locking Abi in their father's old boat. In their shared bedroom in the attic of their father's house they talked.


'She won't eat; what do we do?' asked Joel.


'She's like some kinda wild animal. We have to try her out on different foods like a wounded critter.'


'What if she won't eat never?' 


'She'll be okay when she gits real hungry, don't you worry about that.' 

Ryan sounded more confident that he was inside. He was also beginning to think they had gone too far. He had heard somewhere that kidnapping in Oregon could get you 20 years. But if she died of starvation it would be murder and life. He swallowed and almost choked on the sudden realisation of the potential enormity of what they had done. But if they gave her back now, she had seen them both, and could identify them to the cops. He understood instantly why kidnappers wore masks. Why had he not thought of that? His mind raced fearfully. They had not yet asked for a ransom. So maybe they could say it was just a joke right? Yeah, a joke, a bit of a laugh, a jest. He turned to Joel.


'Look I guess we might have been a bit hasty taking that girl. She's seen us right? How are we going to make her forget us?'


'What do you mean forget us? We only just got her.'

Ryan explained carefully about his re-thinking and how they ought to send her back before it was too late. They could go to prison for a very long time if it went wrong. 'Think about it bro, no girls for twenty years.'

Joel was soon convinced. To Ryan, this was one of his brother's greatest assets, he was very suggestible.


'So how do we send her back?' asked Joel.


'We wear masks this time and we drop her off near her school where we picked her up and tell her it was just a joke.'


'You think she'll buy that?' asked the younger brother anxiously.


'She don't have much choice. She goes to that school for dummies. She'll believe what we tell her to believe.'

At first light the next morning Joel went downstairs to make coffee. He found Dale Bouchard sitting at the kitchen table already with a cup of coffee in his hand.


'What are you doing Nancy?' he asked.


'Nothing Pa, honest.'


'Think I'm an idiot? I been waiting for ya. Yer both up to something. You was out all day yesterday and then clucking like a coupla hens upstairs. You don't do nothing without I know about it. Ya hear me?'


'Honest Pa we...' Joel's whining was stopped abruptly by the crack of his father's bullwhip on the kitchen floor. Joel knew that if he heard that sound again it would be across whichever part of his body was nearest to Dale. His father's voice was low and menacing.


'You tell me what you are planning or you will bleed, Nancy.'


'We ain't planning nothin' Pa honest, we already done it.'


'What have you already done?'

Joel licked his lips and his eyes swivelled from side to side as he attempted to think of something that might impress his father.


'We got a girl locked up in the boat, and her family are going to pay us two hundred thousand dollars.'


'Are you insane?' The wicked whip curled around Joel's arms and chest and Dale pulled him close enough to punch him in the face. Joel screamed with fright and stood bleeding as Ryan, hearing the noise, tumbled down the stairs and ran into the room wearing only his pants.


'Joel you idiot, what have you done?' he shouted quite helpless with fear.


'He only done what I reckon you told him to do son, cos you're another idiot.'

Dale released Joel and turned the whip swiftly on to Ryan who, in attempting to escape, tripped and fell. The long black lash caught him across the neck and shoulders raising a bright red weal at once.


'That ain’t fair Pa,' Ryan cried, 'We was figuring on giving her back and telling them it was just a joke'


'Telling who, giving back who?' growled his father.


'The kid Abi, that couple I did some work for time back. They got plenty of cash. They can afford it. But we was re-considering the whole thing.' 


'You was reconsidering eh? And why was that?

You harmed that little girl?'


'No Pa, I just thought that we don't want to go to jail if it goes wrong. Look Dad you could help us. You got more experience. What about that eh?'


'I got more experience than you ever dreamed of. That family has got connections. I remember that job you had; it was the only job you ever had. Her grandaddy is that navy guy, Admiral Goldman. You go upsettin' people like that, you get the Feds down on our necks as sure as hell.'


'That's why we need help now Pa.' Ryan screwed up his face in the supplicating manner that usually satisfied Dale that he was genuine.

This is the fifth book of the adventures of Admiral Sir Geoffrey Cockburn RN. 
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