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Chapter
1

 


“Heave in all lines!” Echoed the
order from bow to stern. I quickly stepped onto the Destroyer
Escort’s quarter deck as four seamen pulled the brow in from the
pier. Snapping the heels of my spit-shined oxfords, I smartly
saluted the watch officer.

“Request permission to come
aboard, Sir!”

His eyes shifted to the brown
briefcase I held tightly in my left hand. Although his expression
was curious, I knew he would not question the contents. A junior
officer would obey orders from the ship’s commander and allow me to
board without being subject to search.

He returned my salute.
“Permission granted.”

I let out a breath and the
Seventh Fleet research documents on Vietnam began their journey.
Turning, I faced the pier. The staff car, which had secreted the
highly classified papers and me to the to the ship, drove
away.

The ship’s air
horn blasted a warning to other vessels. The high pillars of the
wooden pier seemed to drift by as the USS
Stevens roared to life. I balanced steady
as the stern swept towards the marked channel of Subic Bay,
Philippines. The water churned under the fantail into a boiling
mass of bilged debris. As the hidden engines increased power, the
gray steel deck vibrated, sending tremors up my legs. Black diesel
smoke drifted low, casting a cloud against the early morning sun.
My eyes watered. I searched across the bay towards the dark green
Zambales Mountains, but the particles of soot blurred my
vision.

Leaving the cool morning breezes,
I stepped into an open hatch and the dark shadows below decks.
Under the sheet of metal, the air turned stale and hot mixing with
the odors of lube oil and sweaty socks. Someone above me closed the
steel, water-tight cover-plate to secure the ship for
sea.

After passing between the bunks
of the berthing compartment, I followed the dimly lit corridor to
the companionway that would lead me close to the ship’s office. The
top secret documents had to be secured in a locked compartment. My
safe in the ship’s office would serve that purpose. I chose to take
the long route through the interior of the ship to avoid questions
from the crew about my assignment. The less anyone knew about me
arriving in a staff car, the less I would have to avoid
answering.

Stepping over the lip of the
hatch, I let the cover-plate drop. One turn of the wheel secured
it. A few steps across the tiled deck placed me in front of the
caged window of my office. I reached through the open top half of
the door and unlatched the bottom half.

Yeoman Third Class Teddy Rhodes
sat at the typewriter with his back to me. Without greeting him, I
hurried to the wall-mounted metal table and knelt to open the large
floor safe welded to the deck underneath. My fingers turned the
dial to the numbers of my father’s date of birth.

The clicking of the typewriter
stopped. “Made it back, eh, Pencils?”

“Yeah, Teddy. You get the ship’s
diary ashore?”

“Sure did. I took a chance you’d
be aboard before we got under way. Everyone’s present and accounted
for. So that’s the classified shit, eh?”

After checking the intact seal on
the manila envelope, I glanced at my signature under the cap words
“TOP SECRET” dated 20 June 1963. Placing it inside, I slammed the
door and spun the dial. I tossed my white hat on my desk before
replying.

“Yeah. What are you
typing?”

“I’m getting started on the Plan
of the Day. We got a good movie tonight, and I don’t want to miss
it. Before I forget, Lieutenant Barnes called a second ago and
wants to meet you on the mess decks as soon as you get
here.”

“What in the hell does he
want?”

“He didn’t say.”

Teddy returned to his typing as I
checked my clipboard for duties that had to be completed. Looking
over the top edge of my notes, I watched Teddy a moment. His blond
hair touched the edge of his ears and his wrinkled dungaree shirt
hung over his bony frame. The ship took a slight roll to starboard
as we entered the breakwater at the end of the channel in Subic
Bay. I threw my clipboard aside.

“Teddy, why didn’t you get a
haircut?”

“I didn’t have time.”

“You had plenty of time to chase
the Olongapo whores and come in drunk every night. The ship was in
port for four days. What in the hell were you thinking?”

“Sorry, Pencils. I’ll see if
Jerry can trim it tonight.”

“And your shirt looks like you
slept in it. You’ve got two hours extra duty tonight.”

I waited for a reply, but knew he
wouldn’t say anything. He would rather take the punishment from me
than go before the mast. Teddy returned to his typing. I checked
over my white uniform. Finding no spots or dirt, I squared my hat
and stepped towards the door. The sway of the ship increased as the
first breakers rolled under the hull.

After four years in the tropics,
I still wasn’t used to the heat between decks. The metal made it
look and feel like an oven. Stepping over the curved bottom lip of
the door, I entered the mess decks. To my surprise I found the
portholes had not been secured. The welcomed breeze carried hints
of the Zambales beaches, but also the smell of spoiled fish and
sewage from the port town of Olongapo.

Lieutenant Junior Grade Lawrence
Barnes sat at a table holding a mug of coffee. His dress khaki
uniform looked starch-pressed perfect. Both of us had recently
reached our thirtieth birthdays, but the deep lines across his
forehead made him look older. While my dark hair remained thick and
wavy, his had begun to thin at the crown.

“You get the documents secured,
Coleman?”

“Yes, Sir.”

He pushed his hat aside so
nothing occupied the tabletop between us. Why would he be
interested in that classified envelope? Barnes was only the
Ordnance Officer. My duties allowed me to answer only to the
Executive and Commanding Officers. And why isn’t he on the bridge
with the Special Sea Detail? He wouldn’t be relieved until the
watch section came on duty.

Removing my white hat, I placed
it next to his. He lit a cigarette. His eyes squinted from the
smoke as he closed the cap to his Japanese-made lighter. “You want
a smoke?”

“No thanks, Sir. I don’t smoke.
Is there something you wanted, Sir? I have a lot of work in the
office.”

“I know, Coleman. I want some
advice. But, first, tell me something about yourself. How long have
you been in the Navy?”

“Ten years.”

“Only ten years and you’re a
Yeoman First Class? Didn’t you take the Chief’s test last time
around?”

“Yes, but I don’t think I made
it. Is there something wrong, Sir?”

He stared into my eyes and asked
in a slow, deliberate voice, “Do you know what you carried aboard
this morning?”

“No. Only that it had something
to do with Southeast Asia. Why do you ask?”

“Well, inside that safe of yours
is the complete naval battle plans for Operation Market Time. You
haven’t heard the scuttle-butt about that? Do you understand the
importance of what you had in your hands?”

“Look, Sir, I could care less
what I carried. I had no desire to read it. I was instructed to
pick it up and bring it aboard. That was all. I followed orders
from our Captain and he carried out orders from Admiral Collins at
CenPacFleet in Pearl Harbor. Isn’t that what this Navy is all
about, just follow orders?”

He grunted. “Don’t you know
anything about Operation Market Time?”

“No. I don’t really care to know,
either. Excuse me, Sir, I have work to do.”

“Wait, Coleman.
I didn’t mean to piss you off. I still have a few minutes before
the Skipper misses me on the bridge. I know you’ve been here on
the Stevens for
four years, and I’ve only been here for one . . . but do you know
that whole time I’ve never figured out why they call you
Pencils.”

“My first name is Marinous. It’s
different and kinda hard for people to remember. When I first
checked aboard, I kept pencils in my jumper pocket. The nickname
Pencils sorta stuck on me.”

“I had a nickname when I went to
college. They called me Horse . . . because of my size. Well, I was
a few pounds heavier then. In OCS, I dropped the name. It didn’t
seem appropriate for a Naval officer to be called Horse
Barnes.”

I started to smile, but stopped
to look harder at him. “What did you really want from me,
Sir?”

He sighed heavily. “It’s that
cook. I came down to get the Skipper a cup of coffee, and I found
Flanders drunk on his ass. He’s back there, on the deck, under the
kettles.”

“Why didn’t you call the Chief
Master at Arms?”

“I thought we could get him awake
before he got into trouble. He’s a good cook. A better one than
those other two. Did you now he was a First Class at one time? He
kept getting busted for being drunk.”

I placed my hat on my head.
“Sure, I’ll see if I can get him up. You should get back on the
bridge, Sir.”

“If the Skipper wants his coffee
bad enough, he’ll call for me. I’ll help you.”

LT(JG) Barnes led me around the
stainless steel, hot serving center and into the galley. At the far
bulkhead, behind the large oval kettles, the white-clothed figure
of Commissaryman Third Class Tom Flanders crouched between the
pipes leading into the mammoth caldrons. Each taking an arm, we
pulled the puny sailor off the stone tiles and onto the steel deck.
He didn’t wake up. As the ship took a roll, a pail of
fruit-flavored “bug juice” slid across the bottom of the sink. I
glanced at the Lieutenant. He winked and nodded.

Flanders coughed and spit out
some of the liquid. He tried to stand on rubbery-drunk legs. The
strawberry drink faded his white t-shirt and apron to a pink. The
ship rolled to port. Flanders’s feet went air-born to starboard and
he sat hard on the wet, slippery deck.

After another cough, his eyes
opened wide and he yelled, “What the hell! What’re you assholes
doing? Get your goddamn asses out of my galley!”

“Watch your mouth, sailor!” I
snapped. “Lt. Barnes is here!”

“I don’t give a shit who you are.
Get your asses out of here.”

Lt. Barnes stepped aside as I
reached down and grabbed Flanders by the top of his apron. Pulling
the measly 100-pound drunk up with just my left hand, I fisted my
right and placed it in front of his nose.

I softly hissed, “Look you little
shit, the Lieutenant was nice enough not to report you to the MAA,
but I’m not that nice. You understand?”

“Oh, it’s you. What-What are you
going to do? You ain’t goin’ to hit me, are you? Come on, Pencils,
put me down,” he whined. “I can’t afford another goddamn mast.
I-I’ll do anything you want. But, don’t make me go before the Old
Man again.”

The bug juice moved in waves back
and forth across the deck. I let Flanders drop. Looking down, I
noticed he had another tattoo on his skinny left arm. He must have
spent a fortune on having his pathetic body tattooed. The only
clear skin I could see was from the neck up.

“No, I’m not taking you to mast.
Why are you concerned about going before the Captain?

He reached for the top serving
counter and pulled himself to his feet. The pink tint had spread
down onto his white trousers. Bracing himself for another ship’s
roll, he replied, “I have a girl in Honolulu, now. I need to see
her as soon as we tie up in Pearl. I can’t afford to be on
restriction.”

“Heard about that girlfriend.” I
couldn’t hide my smile. “Didn’t she threaten to kill you the next
time she seen you?”

“Well . . .” He looked sheepish
then gained momentum. “Yeah, we had a fight the night before the
ship left port, but I have to talk to her. I need to set things
straight.”

Lt. Barnes carefully stepped
across the wet deck. He waved a hand. “I have to go. See you later,
Coleman.”

“Yes, Sir. Don’t forget the
Skipper’s coffee.”

I moved even slower, wiping the
bottoms of my oxfords on the tiles. At the serving counter, I
looked back. “Flanders, get yourself and your galley cleaned up.
Mess gear will sound shortly and you’ll have a bunch of hungry
sailors and no food.”

“Thanks, Pencils.”

The speakers vibrated with
“Secure from Special Sea Detail. Watch Section Two relieve the
wheel and lookouts.”

Instead of
returning to my office, I decided to meet with the Executive
Officer, or XO as that position is usually called. I knew he should
be leaving the bridge about that time. Settling into the soft
leather chair in the officer’s state room, I picked up a newspaper,
but didn’t actually read any words. I toyed with a recurrent
thought that had been getting stronger lately. Since his arrival on
the Stevens two
years ago, the Exec and I had worked as if we sat on each other’s
laps. Yet, every time I was around the man I felt uneasy and
apprehensive. As if I expected what?

After several
minutes of thumbing through the Navy
Times, I finally heard Lt. Andrew
Holcomb’s hoarse voice, “Pencils, have a seat in my room. I’ll be
there in a few minutes.”

Backhanding the paper onto the
end table, I came to my feet at attention. “Aye, Sir!”

Across the room from the
officer’s dining table, I entered the doorway and sat down inside
the small compartment the XO used as an office and berthing. Mister
Holcomb pushed aside the curtains to his room and placed a mug of
coffee in my hand. He leaned back in a chair a couple of feet from
me and savored his own coffee.

His khaki uniform appeared as if
he had just taken it out of a Chinese laundry. His hat covered all
but the fringes of his curly red hair. Attached above the chin
band, the brass sparkled in the sunlight shining through the
porthole over his bunk. Though the man made me uncomfortable, I had
always admired him. He and the captain were the only officers on
the ship that were regular Navy. Both had graduated from the
Academy.

He braced his feet on the desk as
the ship took a heavy roll to port. I could see the whitecaps
outside the porthole. The sea had become choppy and the ride
bouncy. The horizon line disappeared. A gray mass of waves filled
the round glass.

“You secured the classified
documents?”

“Yes, Sir. They’re in the
safe.”

“Good. Now, tell me what went on
in the galley.”

I blinked. “You heard about
it?”

“The Captain sent Jones down to
check on Barnes. Jones stopped by the chart room on his way back
and said he saw you reprimanding Flanders. Are you going to write
him up?”

“No. I think he learned his
lesson.”

Just as I set the cup to my lips,
the ship rolled, forcing more coffee in my mouth than I wanted. My
mind shifted into automatic as my gums and tongue blistered. I
swallowed slowly with tears moistening my eyes. My hand pulled a
handkerchief from the inside pocket of my jumper. Wiping my chin
and wishing I had a mouthful of ice, I barely heard the XO tell how
he handled a similar incident back when he was a lowly ensign. My
mind returned to the moment when he asked, “Did you get mail from
home?”

“Yes, Sir. My father wrote three
pages on how he arrested this murder suspect. The guy killed three
people before they collared him.”

“Didn’t you tell me he has thirty
years on the police force?”

“Yes, Sir. My youngest brother
just joined, so now I have three brothers who are also
policemen.”

“Pencils, that is really
something. I mean, you have five brothers and two sisters, each of
them with a civilian future, and here you are, a career sailor. I
never did understand why you decided to enlist.”

“After a couple semesters of
college, Sir, I did spend a year on the police department, but I
decided I wanted to travel a little.”

“You could have signed for any
officer’s program. Why be an enlisted?”

“I’ve been thinking about
that.”

“Come to me as soon as you make
up your mind, promise?”

“I will, Sir.”

“Good. Before you go, I have a
list of five names here. I want you to check their service records.
It seems they have been making threatening remarks towards Mister
Barnes. How well do you know the Lieutenant?”

“I’ve never had a problem with
him. He does irritate some of the crew, especially First Division,
but you know the deck hands. They’re sort of a lazy
bunch.”

“I’m well aware of their
attitudes. On that list you’ll find each man named is on the deck
force. I wish I had someone like you as a boatswain mate. You are
big and you have that air of leadership, something not normally
found in a yeoman. If not officer, have you at least thought of
changing your rate?”

“No, Sir. I like what I
do.”

The following morning, ten
minutes before reveille, I stepped out of the first class quarters.
The collar of my dungaree shirt scraped my neck, probably because,
once again, I had sprayed too much starch as I ironed. My
concentration had been a bit foggy from restless sleep. The rough
seas had the ship in fifteen to twenty degree rolls most of the
night.

Grasping the steel rail, I
stepped down hard on the first rung of the ladder. The metal deck
raised for a climb. After the crest, the bow pointed down, the
steel hull screamed, and the stern vibrated as the propellers
splashed out of the water.

Waddling like a duck to keep my
footing, I reached the mess decks. Not a drop spilled as I expertly
poured my coffee. Flanders stood on the other side of the serving
counter, looking like he had been keelhauled. From his pinched
expression, I knew he had a bad hangover headache. I didn’t feel
sorry for him and he ignored me as he prepared the crew’s
breakfast.

The seat closest to the large
coffee urn was empty. I dropped into it before the ship met the
next big swell of waves. Chief Berry, the Chief Master at Arms, sat
across the table from me.

“Morning, Chief. You look tired.
Didn’t you get any sleep?”

“Morning, Pencils. No, not much.
The OOD woke me at two this morning. Lt. Barnes didn’t show up for
his watch. I searched all over this damn ship and I can’t find
him.”

“Does the Captain
know?”

“Yeah. He’s sending a radio
dispatch to inform Pearl Harbor that Barnes is missing and possibly
fell overboard.”

The speakers crackled as the
boatswain piped reveille.

 



Chapter
2

 


The continued rough seas forced
the Captain’s decision to have quarters for muster inside the ship.
In my office, each person stood at his assigned work space where I
read the announcements and conducted a brief uniform inspection.
After assigning each a task to be completed that day, I dismissed
my four-man crew at 0815 hours, just when sick call sounded over
the speakers. I refilled my coffee mug from a thermos and eluded
everyone by quickly retreating out the ship’s office
door.

Turning the hand wheel on the
watertight door, the heavy steel flew open as the ship leaned to
port. With a firm hold on my coffee cup, I stepped onto the weather
deck. My left hand kept the door from pounding the bulkhead. The
roll reversed to starboard and the door slammed shut. With a
one-handed twist, I secured the dogs against the wedges.

Using the wide-set duck walk I
kept my feet under me and finally reached the shield that
surrounded the 3”/50 gun mount on the ship’s fantail. Despite the
weather, I took up a stand beneath the barrel to watch the waves
form like mountain peaks with deep, round valleys. The wind whipped
the white caps, spraying salt crystals over the surface of the
ship.

Like a cork bobbing up and down,
the small gray vessel fought against the walls of water. The waves
collided against us, pouring their contents over the stern. They
splashed against the depth charge rack, shooting a fountain twenty
feet in the air. The stern shot upward covering the horizon line.
The propellers churned the surface. Like the motion of an elevator,
I dropped. The fan tail submerged, allowing the dull green mountain
peaks of water to flow across the deck.

The hot, humid blast of the storm
threw the salt spray against my face like a hundred pin pricks. My
hair soon stood in short spikes, my scalp sticky with brine. I took
a deep swallow from my mug, savoring the strong black brew mixed
with the essence of the sea.

My thoughts turned to LT(JG)
Barnes. If he went overboard, it had to have been after dark,
otherwise he would have been spotted by the watch. I turned my back
to the prevailing wind that almost pushed the ship forward. My gaze
searched the lookout watch standing on the 01 deck, near the deck
house. If the Lieutenant opened a door or a hatch after dark, the
lookout would have seen the light and alarmed the bridge, because
everyone knew the weather decks are off limits during high
seas.

Once again the stern went under,
only deeper this time. A wave hit the protection shield and sprayed
over my head. Water dripped from my face. In an instant I stood in
a foot of salty foam. A gentle roll to port drained the inside of
the shield. Deciding I had enough fresh air, I poured out my
coffee.

Teddy turned and smiled as I
closed the office door. He braced himself for the ship’s movement.
“Was you swabbing the decks, Pencils?”

Stopping the smile was tough. I
refused to show favorites to anyone in my crew, but I had always
liked Teddy. He had brains. Keith, a yeoman seated at another
typewriter, required constant dogging to keep him working. A second
class Personnelman and a Third Class Postal Clerk occupied the
remaining seats in the office. Both knew their jobs, but also how
to avoid me when I wanted something done. Naturally, Teddy picked
up their slack.

I ignored the
swabbing crack. “You made the changes to the BuPers Manual?”

“Be done this
morning.”

“Good. Right now I have five
names. I want you to pull their jackets and check for any
disciplinary problems they may have had. I’ll be out of the office
for an hour. When you’re finished, put the report on my
desk.”

Teddy glanced at the list. “Do
these names have anything to do with the missing
Lieutenant?”

I pinched my eyes, wishing he
wasn’t so inquisitive, especially in front of the others in the
office. “No, but why do you ask?”

He looked around at the other two
who had stopped working, then met my hard stare. He shrugged and
walked to the file drawers.

The Executive Officer did not
authorize it, but I thought an immediate investigation should be
started. I decided to begin by questioning the five seaman on that
list.

The first happened to be Jerry
Mathews, the ship’s notorious trouble-maker. Out of boot camp less
than a year, he hated anyone who gave orders. He complied, but the
expression in his eyes gave him away. When he first came on board
six months ago, I thought him a likable kid, but the sea duty
changed him. I wasn’t so sure I either liked him or trusted
him.

After a few inquiries, I located
Mathews on the signal bridge. He held an air-powered, five-prong
chipping hammer in his hand and worked on the bottom half of the
storage container for signal flags. My hand signal silenced the
rattling “tat-tat.”

Since he wasn’t under my direct
command, I saw the light of suspicion in his eyes as he turned his
dark tan face to me. “What’s up Pencils?”

I had to be careful with the kid
or he would tell me to pound sand, so I opted for a casual
conversation. Leaning back against the signal light, I cocked my
head and smiled at the clanging of the bell with the ship’s
movement. Amazing how it came through above the roar of the waves.
He listened too, then grunted.

“Nice view up here,” I
offered.

“Yeah, but it’s a better view
back in Topeka, Kansas.”

“Forgot you were from there. What
ever made you decide to join the Navy?”

“The goddamn recruiter promised
me girls and travel. Shit! The only thing I’ve found so far has
been salt water and scum bucket ports!”

“You spent time at Pearl Harbor.
Didn’t you like Honolulu?”

He looked at me like I was crazy.
“You call Hotel Street an easy pickup for broads? Shit! They won’t
let me buy a goddamn beer there, because I ain’t twenty! The only
place I can drink is at the Block in Pearl. And you know you can’t
get pussy on base with a bunch of drunken sailors.”

“So, what type of girl do you
want to meet?”

He stepped closer to use me as a
shield and placed a cigarette in his mouth. Keeping his back to the
wind, he struck a match, but it went out before he got the Winston
lit. I took his book of matches, cupped my hands, bent a match with
my thumb and flicked it to life. His eyebrows jumped with
admiration at my dexterity. He took a couple of quick puffs to get
a good head on the end.

“Thanks. I’ll remember that.
Would you like a butt?”

“No thanks.”

He pulled another drag and let
the smoke flow out his nose.

“You know, Pencils, I’m not like
these other assholes on this rust bucket. I’m tired of the bar
sluts, like the ones in Olongapo. I want someone like what I had
back in Topeka.”

“What happened to
her?”

“Three weeks into boot camp, she
wrote me that she met someone else. You know, she decided to go out
with this ugly dude from a farm? Why would a good-looking chick
want some barn yard shit?”

“Got me, Jerry. If you had joined
the Navy to meet girls, maybe your relationship was not good in the
first place. My girl back in Omaha did the same to me when I went
to boot. Life goes on. You just have to prove to yourself you’re a
man and be strong when a crises faces you. When we get back to
Pearl, why don’t I take you to this place I go to. It’s out near
Waikiki Beach, called the Bare Foot Bar. They serve soda pop and
provide volley ball and surf boards. Have you heard of
it?”

“Things are expensive at Waikiki.
I never have that kind of money.”

“Hey, I introduced Teddy to a
girl there. Really nice and a student at the university. They’ve
been dating ever since. You don’t need much money, once you meet
someone you really like.”

“Really?” He sucked on his
cigarette, his eyes searching my face. “Pencils, why are you
talking to me?”

“Oh, I have nothing to do at the
moment. Why? Am I bothering you?”

“No, but you’ve been a jerk and
another goddamn asshole since I been aboard. You wrote me up once,
remember?”

“Yeah. You didn’t have a hat on
while we were in port.”

“Yeah, the uniform bit. So why
are you up here now. I don’t really like being seen talking to a
First Class.”

“Okay, I’ll be honest with you,
Jerry. I decided to come on deck and get some fresh air. Too choppy
to go on the main deck. It was surprise to see you out
here.”

He thought about that as he
looked out over the waves. “So you’re serious about taking me to
Waikiki?”

“Of course. I wouldn’t have
offered unless I was.”

He took out his second cigarette
and attempted to thumb-light the match. It didn’t work. I lit the
Winston for him.

“Did you hear Lt. Barnes is
missing?” My question came out just a conversational as everything
else.

Jerry savored his cigarette
before replying, “Yeah. They mentioned something at muster. I hope
the sonofabitch is dead and gone to hell.”

“Why? I never thought he was that
bad.”

“Shit! The goddamn bastard
canceled liberty for me and several others just because the quarter
deck needed painting. No one on the deck force likes that stupid
asshole.”

“What do you think happened to
him?”

“I dreamed one time of seeing him
hung on the yardarm, but you can see he ain’t up there. Well,
better get back to it.” He picked up his hammer and the “tat-tat”
resumed.

After talking to the next three
on the list, I went to the chief boatswain mate. He informed me
that Sammy Garretson, the last seaman, worked on the mess decks.
Lt. Barnes had pulled him off the deck force three days before and
gave him three months duty as a mess cook.

I really didn’t think I would get
much more information from Garretson. Up to that point, everyone
had told me they hated Mister Barnes, but no one had given me
evidence or even a hint as to why he was missing. The possibility
of an accident was becoming more likely by the minute, but still
didn’t feel right to me.

Flanders nodded when I stepped to
the serving counter. He looked in good spirits, tattoos and
all.

“Where’s Seaman
Garretson?”

Flanders smiled as if he was glad
I was dogging someone other than him. “What you want him
for?”

“Something in his service jacket
that I want to ask him about.”

The grin grew larger. “He’s below
deck, by the produce locker, peeling spuds.”

I entered the open hatch outside
the door to the mess decks. Passing by the frozen reefer, I found
Garretson sitting on the deck rhythmically swaying with the ship’s
movement. His paring knife cleanly dispensed a potato eye and he
threw the peeled potato into a large stainless pot at his side. I
took out my pocket knife, sat on the deck, and picked up a
good-sized potato.

Half-way through the peeling, I
broke the silence. “Sammy, I understand you’ve been pissed off the
past few days.”

“What’s it to you, Pencils?” He
stabbed another potato.

“Listen, I don’t care if you
don’t like me, but you’re pissing off all your friends with that
attitude. This isn’t that big a ship and we’ve got to get
along.”

He sneered and kept
peeling.

“Take some advice. Just make up
your mind to finish off these three months. Shit, you know as well
as I do that every seaman fresh out of boot camp who reports aboard
ship gets mess cook duty. Period. Once it’s out of the way, you
don’t have to worry about getting it again.”

From the thoughtful creases in
his forehead, I knew he was weighing what I said. I finished three
potatoes to his one. The feat didn’t go unnoticed.

“You’re really good, ain’t
you?”

“What do you mean,
Sammy?”

“Peeling these goddamn
spuds.”

“I’ve done my share of mess duty.
It’s part of being in the Navy, or didn’t you hear me say
that?”

“Yeah, but it’s also used like
punishment. That’s why I got the assignment from Lt. Asshole. I
mean, shit, I was only looking to buy that necklace for my
girlfriend back in the States.”

“Necklace? What are you talking
about?”

“I was standing there in
Olonpago, looking at this necklace. Shit, they wanted two hundred
and fifty pesos for the damn thing. I was trying to get the price
down, so I could buy it. Barnes comes in the store, sees the
necklace, and pays what the man wanted. I got pissed and told him I
was there first. The next day he puts me on this shit
detail.”

The entire scenario didn’t sit
right. “What did the necklace look like?”

“It looked like one of those
Chinese coins, but it was gold with a bolt of lightning in the
center. And it had small pearls around the outside. With the pearls
and that gold chain on it, I knew my girl would go
nuts.”

“Why would Mister Barnes want
it?”

“Damned if I knew. He just walked
in, pointed to it, and slapped down his money. Ask Flanders. He was
there. He’ll tell you how Barnes acted like a total
asshole.”

“Flanders was there with
you?”

“No. He came in just after
Barnes. He even got yelled at while Barnes was paying for the
necklace.”

“Why? Did he stick up for
you?”

“I didn’t hear what Flanders
said. Barnes told him to watch his goddamn mouth or he’d write him
up for disrespect to an officer.”

The speaker above our head
crackled, “Petty Officer Coleman report to the XO’s
office.”

Two more swipes of my blade and I
threw the clean potato into the pot. I stood, balancing against a
roll. When I pointed a finger at Sammy as if reminding him to
behave himself, he simply shrugged and continued
peeling.

Back on the main deck, I saw
Flanders. “I understand you and Mister Barnes exchanged words a few
days ago in Olongapo. What was it all about?”

His friendly smile flattened to
wariness. “What are you talking about?”

“In the tourist shop. You mouthed
off and he gave you a warning.”

Flanders shook his head. “Hell if
I know. I was drunk every day in port.”

When I opened my office door, I
found all four men busy. On my desk I found Teddy’s neatly typed
report on the five seamen. I thanked him before heading to the
XO’s.

My knuckles delivered two crisp
knocks on the door before I entered officer’s country. The Captain
worked on a stack of papers at the dining table. When I
acknowledged myself, he nodded without looking up and I stepped
around his chair. The curtains to the XO’s room stood
open.

I cleared my throat and asked,
“You wanted to see me, Sir?”

“Come in, Pencils.” He arranged
papers on his small, fold-out desk top. “Did you get that
information I wanted on the five seamen?”

“Yes, Sir. It’s right
here.”

“Good. Have a seat.”

The room seemed dark and rather
gloomy. The porthole over the bunk had been secured and covered. I
sat in a straight-back chair while Mister Holcomb read through
Teddy’s three page report.

During the fifteen-minute wait, I
became aware of less ship movement. Obviously, we had traveled out
of the storm and into calmer seas. Like most sailors, I hated the
tropical storms where the sun shined bright in a cloudless sky, but
the wind howled at sixty knots, creating thirty to forty foot
waves. Everything on a ship had to be sealed tight to prevent water
seeping in. With the surface temperatures at eight-five degrees,
below decks turned into ovens, intensifying all the obnoxious odors
of machinery and men.

The XO set down the papers,
rubbed his face with an open hand, and looked at me. “Pencils, I’m
not good at interrogating the Enlisted. I don’t know if it’s me or
the rank, but they seem to automatically clam up. This Jerry
Mathews is an odd one. He probably wouldn’t give me the time of
day. The other four would just sit here and shit their pants. I
wouldn’t get a word out of them. But, we have to do something.
Let’s get started. I’ll see Mathews first.”

My shoulders stiffened. “I’ve
already talked to him, Sir.”

“What was that,
Pencils?”

“I took it upon myself to start
the investigation, Sir. I’ve talked to all five of the seaman . . .
while that report was being typed.”

“Really. And, ah, do you have
experience with this sort of thing?” I couldn’t tell if he was
pissed or relieved.

“Yes, Sir. I’m from a family of
cops and I was a police man.”

He frowned as if searching his
memory, then blinked. “You were a cop for one year. I remember now,
but surely you were only doing patrol duty.”

“Not, exactly, Sir. I started
kinda young. My father took me with him when I was little. I sat in
on a few minor investigations when he worked burglary. After I got
my badge, I only worked the streets for a couple of months. My
father then placed me in homicide.” His eyebrows shot up. “Before I
quit the force, I sent three murder suspects to jail. I think I
know a little about how to interrogate.”

Mister Holcomb rubbed his face
again. “Interesting, Pencils, but you were a civilian cop. This is
the military and to investigate a missing person at sea is a
serious matter. Any one of these five sailors could have pushed Lt.
Barnes over the side. Who knows? He could still be alive, tied and
gagged in some storage compartment. Either way, the investigation
has to be done quickly and thoroughly. It is my responsibility to
find the whereabouts of the Lieutenant.”

“Certainly, Sir. But I do not
believe any one of those five men are responsible for the missing
Lieutenant.”

“Say again.”

“After talking to each person, I
found no motivation for a murder. Oh, I could see why each of them
wanted to see the Lieutenant dead, but a murderer would have a lot
stronger desire to kill then what these five men demonstrated to
me.”

“Wait, wait!” He took up the
report. “Pencils, look at this Mathews. He’s a trouble-maker. He’s
been before the mast four times in less than a year.”

“And always because of his mouth.
He’s never been before the mast for fighting. When it gets to fist
throwing, he’s out of there.”

How about this Sam
Garretson?”

“Now, he’s been in a few fights,
but if you’ll look again, Sir, you’ll see he didn’t start anything.
He’s the type that has to get really pissed off before he does
something.”

“Well, didn’t Mister Barnes piss
him off by sending him to the mess decks?”

“Yes, but that didn’t push Sammy
into a corner. He’ll bitch and complain for a few weeks, but turn
violent over it, strike an officer or push someone overboard? I
don’t think he’s got that kind of meanness in him.”

Holcomb shook his head. “A man
who’ll resort to violence is always capable of it, Pencils,
especially if he harbors a grudge.”

“Not Garretson. On that second
page you’ll see it mentioned that he fought a fireman a couple of
months ago. The man rolled across the deck after he was hit. It was
Sammy who grabbed him and kept him from falling over the side. If
he wanted to do something to Mister Barnes, he would have done it
in Olonpago when the Lieutenant took a necklace from
him.”

The XO’s eyes lifted from the
report. “What’s that?”

“Sammy was bargaining for this
necklace in some shop. The Lieutenant interrupted and slapped down
the marked price. Sammy opened that smart mouth of his and ended up
as a mess cook. Now, if he had wanted to do something, Olonpago
would have been the place, not on board.”

“Not even after he stewed a while
and got madder?”

“Like I said, Sir, Sammy’s not
mean. It’s not in his eyes and it’s not even in his smart
mouth.”

The officer drummed his fingers
on the report. “You seem to know people, Pencils. Why don’t you
continue your investigation, but keep me informed of what’s going
on. We’ll have to make a report soon on Mister Barnes.”

“Yes, Sir, I will.” I stood up.
“There is one other thing to think about, Sir. Before Lt. Barnes
was reported missing, he talked with me on the mess decks. He
seemed very well informed about the package I carried aboard. He
knew exactly what it contained. Is it possible a spy infiltrated
the ship and Mister Barnes compromised the documents?”

“My God! Why didn’t you tell me
this before now?”

“At the time, I wasn’t sure the
officers had been briefed. Since then I found out only you, the
Captain, and I were supposed to know the contents. So, how did
Mister Barnes find out?”

The XO rubbed his forehead. “I
don’t know. I certainly will have to investigate, though. This may
be serious enough to report to the Task Group
Commander.”

“I’m afraid he wasn’t the only
one who knew.” Holcomb head snapped up. “My yeoman asked about it
when I put it in the safe. I know I didn’t tell him. I wonder just
how far the word has spread?”

“This is not good, Pencils.
Something definitely has to be done. You’re dismissed.”

As I slid past, the Captain
handed me a letter to be typed. He was eligible for promotion to
Commander and had drafted a nice letter of credibility to the
Selection Board to help his chances. Obviously, a missing officer
and a breech in security would not look good. He only knew about
Mister Barnes, so far.

Sympathetic to the Old Man’s
plight, I settled in my office to type the letter myself. Opening
the paper storage box, I pulled out a letter head, a pink, and a
green, but found no white onion skin.

“Teddy!”

My sharp tone startled him.
“What?”

“Didn’t you get all the supplies
back in Subic?”

He finished
changing a page in the BuPers
Manual. “Yes, I did. What’d you
need?”

“White onion skin.”

“I used the last sheet in the
office just a bit ago. I’ll run to supply and get it
now.”

“Never mind. I’ll get it. I need
to check the stores anyway.”

With a typed requisition in hand,
I headed down the passageway to the supply office. The clerk signed
it then filed his copy, before I was free to climb down the ladders
to the storage compartments on the third deck. My master key slid
into the padlock.

At the far end of the wire-caged
compartment, I removed the securing straps and set boxes on an
eight-foot long, army green, metal container. A couple of minutes
later I removed a ream of onion skin from one of the boxes then
restacked them. Picking up the needed paper, I hesitated, looking
at the long container. It was a metal chest constructed to hold
damage control tools and didn’t belong in a storage cage meant for
office supplies. Damage control had an entirely separate locker. I
hadn’t authorized this box to be here.

I knelt and peered more closely
at the deck. The deck paint had been scraped away and chips of
green paint mixed with the gray. The marks were shiny and clean. No
rust or corrosion. Someone had recently dragged the metal box into
the cage.

Intending to drag it back out, I
started to lift one end, but found it unusually heavy for tools. I
removed the cloth web straps and opened the lid.

LT(JG) Barnes stared up at me
with marble eyes. His only clothing was undershirt and shorts. The
mouth hung open, the jaw forward, as if frozen in the struggle for
air, as if choked. In a quick head-to-toe assessment, I knew Mister
Barnes had been murdered prior to being placed in the
box.
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3

 


In my hurry to get to the after
steering, I tripped over the water-tight door frame. I regained my
footing and searched the bulkheads for a sound-power phone. Finally
tripping a light switch, I found the 1JV near the emergency
helm.

Turning the dial to the XO’s
office, I cranked the handle creating a loud, buzzing sound at the
receiving end. It stopped when the XO answered. I pressed the
button on my headset. “Mister Holcomb, Pencils here. I found Lt.
Barnes.”

My anxiety must have communicated
because Mister Holcomb’s voice sounded more nervous than hopeful
with “Where is he?”

“He’s dead, Sir. He’d been
stuffed into a tool box. The box was stowed in a storage room at
C-305-A. I’ll standby for you, Sir.”

The shaken tired voice responded,
“I’ll be right there with the CMAA.”

I searched the compartment for a
flashlight. In a maintenance box near the port rudder brace bar, I
found a battery operated ship’s lantern.

Returning to the storage
compartment, I focused the incandescent beam on the damage control
box and searched for latent prints. Near the end of the makeshift
coffin, where the suspect would have held the box to drag it, I
found several smudged areas. Then, directly on top of the lid, I
almost smiled at the set of perfect prints on the metal surface.
The suspect had apparently rested his hand on it or perhaps pushed
the lid down. I considered how I could lift the prints without an
actual kit.

Steps sounded behind me. I turned
as the XO’s slender form filled the opening to the caged area.
Setting the lantern on the floor to illuminate the box, I waved at
the scene. “Sir, I found some prints. Is there any chance you might
have an evidence kit?”

He stared at the metal container,
his mouth opening then closing. “I . . . I don’t know. The CMAA’s
on his way. Maybe he has something.”

“Sir, would you mind if I left
you here? I’ll chase down the gunnermate to open the armory. A
little dust of lead powder should work.”

Mister Holcomb looked a little
pale and didn’t acknowledge my question. “Is he . . . Is he in that
box?”

“Yes, Sir. It appears someone
killed him. Either that person found the damage control box to be
big enough to hold the body or had it waiting. I don’t know how
Mister Barnes died. He hasn’t any wounds. There is a little blood
at the corner of his mouth. But, right now, I need to lift those
latent prints.”

Mister Holcomb’s head moved, but
I couldn’t tell if he was shaking or nodding it. He simply stared
at the box in shock. Since he was an officer and an Academy
graduate, his attitude made me uneasy.

I stepped around him. “Please
don’t let anyone move the body until I’m finished. I’ll be back
shortly.”

Returning to the main deck, I
soon had a Third Class Gunnermate opening the door to the armory. I
found nothing that would help. I needed finely ground lead to stick
to the barely visible ridges of the prints. Then I would need wide,
clear adhesive tape to seal the particles and lift the print in
tact. The dust was crucial.

In the ship’s office, I located
sandpaper used by the crew when I had the place painted. Applying
that to the sharpened pencils from my desk, it took me ten minutes
to accumulate a small pile of graphite in the bottom of my empty
paper clip jar. I took out the stash brush I used to clean my
typewriter to complete my makeshift kit and rushed back to the
storage room.

The box was gone.

Using the sound power phone
again, I tried the XO’s office, but no answer. The chart room was
next. Burt, the Second Class Quartermaster, answered.

“Yeah, Pencils. He’s here making
a course change. Can I have him call you back?”

“I need him now!” My head hurt as
I ground my teeth.

Mister Holcomb finally came to
the phone. “Yes, Pencils?”

“Sorry to interrupt you, Sir, but
where’s Mister Barnes?”

“I had him carried to the reefer
deck. He should be in the freezer by now. I ordered the CMAA to
post a guard.”

“Why did you do that, Sir? I
needed to lift those prints.”

“Pencils, I had no choice.
Considering the heat and the circumstances. The Office of Naval
Intelligence, the Judge Advocate General, and the FBI will look
into this incident as soon as we tie up in Pearl. I am ordering you
not to touch that body. The professionals will handle
it.”

“Damn it, Sir! I saw some good
prints on that box. I told you! Now, the whole case is blown! The
condensation in that freezer will wipe out everything! Unless . . .
Did you take the body out of the box?”

“Of course not. I left everything
in tact for the investigative team. The freezer will keep
everything preserved for their inquiry. Yeoman, I refer you to the
Operating Procedures. There is nothing in there authorizing ship’s
personnel to investigate a death.”

I tried not to grind my teeth
again. “Respectfully, Sir, this is not just a death. This is
goddamn murder. I have the required skills to begin the
investigation and collect the information for the team. Sir, you
don’t realize the damage you may have done to vital
evidence.”

“What I did, Yeoman, was preserve
a corpse. You go read your manuals. And do not call this a murder,
not to any one else on this ship. Do I make myself clear,
sailor?”

“It is murder. Mister Barnes sure
as hell didn’t strap himself in that goddamn box!”

The line clicked dead.

Knowing time was not on my side,
I hurried to officer’s country and entered without knocking. Using
my master key, I unlocked the door to Mister Barnes’s room. I
sniffed. The room had recently been washed down by the stewards. I
flicked on the light. The quarters were inspection neat.

My gaze settled on the Naval OCS
mug in the desk cup holder. I stepped closer. A small amount of
over-looked cold coffee sloshed in the bottom. I dumped the aspirin
from a bottle in the medicine cabinet, rinsed it out, then
carefully poured the coffee through the bottle’s narrow
neck.

As the ship reversed a roll, a
glass object rolled somewhere on the deck. I dropped to my knees to
check the space between the locker and the bunk’s metal frame. With
the ship’s gentle heave to starboard, a labeled six-inch vial
rolled from my reach. I caught it on the return roll. Holding it to
the light, I saw it contained about a teaspoon of clear liquid. The
label had a picture of Mount Fuji and several columns of oriental
writing. Very tiny English print across the bottom read “Arothrom
Meleagris.” I slid the vial into the front pocket of my dungaree
trousers.

The speaker shrilled the
boatswain’s pipe then the watch announced mess gear. I was
surprised the time had passed so quickly. The noon meal would be
served in a few minutes. I needed to get back to my office to
examine what I had found.

Since it was Wednesday, my men
probably had secured and would not be back. Every Wednesday while
underway, the Captain set Ropeyard Sunday. This gave the crew a
chance to repair clothing or clean their birthing space. Most of
the enlisted saw it as down time to sleep or play cards.

Again locking the door to
Barnes’s room, I stepped into the passageway and casually entered
the officer’s dining area. Several men looked up from their food
with puzzled stares.

I spoke to no one in particular
with “I’m looking for this month’s gunnery reports. Does anyone
know where Mister Barnes put them?”

Some continued staring at me,
while a few others shook their head. I shrugged and left with my
secreted little containers.

The sick bay door opened as I
passed. I nodded to Rex, the First Class Corpsman. We had been good
friends for over two years. I usually accompanied him ashore to his
favorite bar. His tall, lanky body expertly leaned into the ship’s
roll. My hand brushed the pocket with the vial and I made an about
face.

“Rex, you got a
minute?”

He shifted his hat over black,
unwashed hair, too long to be regulation. “Not if you’re going to
screw up my lunch.”

“Shit, you eat all the time! How
the hell do you stay so skinny?”

“I keep telling you, Pencils, I
don’t hold my shit in. You have to get in the habit of going to the
can twice a day.”

“That doesn’t help, because
you’re still full of shit! Can you tell me what’s in this
bottle?”

He took the vial and squinted at
the label. “I can’t read Chinese.”

“Look under Mount Fuji. There’s
some English print. And I think it’s Japanese, not
Chinese.”

“Chinese, Japanese, I don’t give
a shit. I still can’t read it.” He moved his lips trying to sound
out the English words. “Hell if I know what that is either. I’ll
have to look it up.” He unscrewed the lid and sniffed. “It smells
sort of fishy.”

“Why do you say that? What makes
it smell that way?”

“Fish?”

“Ha, ha, funny man. I thought
those words looked like Latin. Can you look them up.”

“After lunch. Can you wait until
then?”

“I guess. Write them down. I want
to lock the bottle in my safe. It might be important
evidence.”

“Evidence? For what?”

“Has to do with Lt. Barnes’s
death. You really don’t want to know any more, then you won’t have
to confess to anything.”

“What the shit are you doing,
Pencils?”

I shrugged.

He pulled a ball point pen from
his dungaree shirt pocket and wrote the two words on his palm with
“You got that detective look in your eyes.”

“What’s that suppose to
mean?”

“All brown because you’re full of
bullshit.”

I pointed a finger at him. “You
don’t say anything to anybody.”

He held his palms up in
surrender, glanced to the left one with the incriminating words,
and closed his fingers over them. “Not a word, Pencils. I guess
once a cop, always a cop. Right?”

I unlocked my office door and
pointed a warning finger again. He grinned and headed toward the
mess decks. As I turned, I glimpsed a man stepping out from between
the exhaust ducts, near the office service window. Before I could
step closer to identify him, he scrambled up the ladder there and
out of sight. The hatch above opened and closed.

Why would someone be squeezed
behind the large metal tubes that vented air into the engine rooms?
Whoever it was had to be pretty scrawny to fit in such a small
space. Was he hiding from me or following me?

The
USS Stevens had one
hundred and fifty men confined within the three hundred and sixty
foot hull. Normally, I would visit each and every person once a
day, just to say hello, if not to bullshit. It would have been easy
to identify the fleeing man, but I had more urgent matters at the
moment.

Securing the office door, I
glanced at the service window. Teddy had forgotten to secure it.
Thinking of his reprimand, I knelt at the safe and twisted the
dial. It moved stiffly. I peered closer. Scrapes and two gouges
marred the edge of the mechanism. Then I saw a small hammer and
narrow chisel hastily shoved under the corner of the safe.
Obviously the man had heard me in the passageway talking to Rex and
barely had time to get out the office window.

Finishing the combination, I
carefully placed the two vials against the back, propped by
paperwork so they wouldn’t move with the ship. My fingers drummed
on the in-tact classified material.

Turning in
thought, I saw Teddy’s full trash basket, the discarded pages of
the Bupers Manual sticking out. In my desk I found an envelope matching the one
in my safe. I murmured thanks to the people who believed in
government standard issue. Since I didn’t have much call for it, my
“Top Secret” stamp took a little longer to locate. I placed a
handful of the BuPers pages in my envelope then sealed, stamped, and dated it to
match the real thing.

~

Passing through the mess decks on
my way to the XO’s, I spotted Teddy in line at the serving counter.
Transferring the envelope to my left arm, I stepped up to him with
“Teddy, don’t forget to dump the shit cans before you secure
today.”

His face tightened as if he knew
he’d been caught slacking. He nodded curtly. “Okay, Pencils.” His
gaze flicked to the package and he lowered his voice. “Why did you
remove the documents?”

“Hey, sailor!” Flanders yelled
out. “You want more goddamn beans or not?”

Teddy turned back. “Hell no! I
ain’t going to eat the shit you already gave me!” He looked back at
me, expecting an answer.

Glancing at the nearby crew, I
also confidentially lowered my voice. “Someone tried to break into
the office safe, so I’m putting them in the XO’s safe.”

Teddy frowned. “But his safe
ain’t bolted to the floor. You can’t put Top Secret shit in
there.”

“Teddy,” I growled, “why don’t
you talk a little louder so the whole goddamn ship will
know.”

His face reddened satisfactorily
before I pushed through the line and knocked on the door to
officer’s country. Without waiting for an acknowledgment, I
entered. Eight officers sat at their places. Three officers on
watch and an empty place mat for Lt. Barnes.

I addressed the table, “Excuse
me, but I need to see Mister Holcomb as soon as
possible.”

The XO stood at the end of the
table, wiping his mouth with a Navy-embroidered cloth napkin. “This
can’t wait, Pencils?”

“No, Sir. In your room,
please?”

I preceded him. When I stared at
the open curtains, he pulled them closed. He still held the napkin
as he sat down in his desk chair. “I’m assuming this is about the
classified documents. Are they secured?”

“They’re right here,
Sir.”

“What? Why did you bring them
here, Pencils? I can’t put them in my safe.”

“I’m concerned about having it in
my safe. It may be secure, but the office isn’t.”

He rubbed his hand over his face.
“There’s a controlled safe in the radio room. That’s a 24-hour duty
room. I guess, we’ll have to put them there.”

“As you wish, Sir. But, with your
permission, I would like to put this envelope in your safe just for
a day or two. Since these are classified documents, I need to check
security classifications of each man who would have access to that
safe.”

Nodding, he leaned back in his
chair. The perpetual rolling motion of the ship made him look like
and old man in a rocker. He dropped the napkin and took up the pipe
from its wall holder. After digging the bowl into a tobacco pouch,
he tamped it down with one index finger, his expression
thoughtful.

“Is everything all right in the
ship’s office?”

“Aye, Sir.”

He nodded. “The whole crew knows
of Mister Barnes death. Just not the circumstances. Speculation can
lead to nervous reactions. But not in your case. Over-reaction is
not your style. Something else is troubling you.”

He struck a match and pulled on
the stem until the tobacco glowed. Aromatic smoke drifted around
between us. He waited patiently for me to comment. I decided to
give him the benefit of the doubt.

“At the moment, Sir, nothing is
really bothering me . . . except that you pissed me off this
morning.”

He frowned in disbelief.
“What-What are you talking about?”

“I want to know why you moved the
body.”

He rolled his eyes. “I told you.
Plain and simple. It has to be preserved for ONI and JAG’s
investigation. The freezer was the only logical place.”

“And I told you I had identified
latent prints and I intended to lift them off the metal box before
anything else was done. There were four distinct prints right on
top of the lid. I only needed twenty minutes to do it. It would
have been a simple matter of comparing those prints with crew
records. We could have presented ONI and JAG with the
suspect.”

Mister Holcomb rubbed his
forehead. “I guess I really didn’t listen to what you said. I
couldn’t get my thoughts passed Barnes and my prescribed duties.
Can you still lift the prints?”

“No, Sir. Not after the box has
set in the freezer long enough for condensation to smear them. And
the men who carried the box created more of a problem. I don’t
understand why you couldn’t have put him in a body bag, instead of
carting the whole box in there.”

“I’m sorry, Pencils. I wasn’t
thinking beyond preserving Barnes as is. I’ve been military most of
my life. My father’s a retired admiral. Duty and Navy regulations
have been drummed into me. I didn’t think beyond that to the fact
that you were once a policeman. Do you think you can solve Mister
Barnes death?”

“All I can do is try. It is a
fact that the more time that passes after a crime, the harder it is
to solve. I’ll need your help, Sir, so I can focus on
it.”

“You mean take that envelope off
your mind?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Do you think you can finish your
investigation before we tie up in Pearl?”

“When will that be?”

“If the ship can continue its
course at twelve knots and if the seas remain calm, it will be a
week from today.”

“It will probably take longer,
but I can get most of the basic work done before the investigation
team starts theirs. At least mine will save them some lost
time.”

Mister Holcomb took the envelope
from my hand. He studied the date and my signature. A smile
twitched his lips. “Ah, I didn’t know your first name was
Marinous.”

“Yes, Sir, it is . . . but you’ve
seen my signature before.”

“But I never really paid that
close attention. I’ve called you Pencils for so long, I forgot.
From here on out, you attend to your investigation. If I interfere
or do something you disapprove of, let me know. One thing, though:
Do not tamper with the body. Leave the important shit to the
military or they’ll have my ass. Is that clear, sailor?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Another thought for you. You
know the Captain wants to make full Commander. If we have a
suspect’s name before we enter port, it would benefit his chances.
You’re dismissed to start your work. I’ll get this in the
safe.”

“If you don’t mind, Sir, since I
was given responsibility for that envelope, I’d like to see it
locked up, and, of course, once I’ve checked out the radiomen, I’ll
walk it to their safe.”

He smiled. “I should’ve
remembered you know the regulations as well as I do,
Pencils.”

 



Chapter
4

 


While Rex searched through the
Navy’s Medical Manual, my finger traced down the columns of the
index at the back of the Physician’s Drug Manual. Neither one of us
could find “Arothon Meleagris.” I wondered if it could be words
made up by the Orientals to confuse American clients. I closed the
manual as Rex tossed his onto the fold-down rack in the corner of
sick bay.

“Why can’t you take a sample and
test it?” I asked.

“Shit, Pencils. I’d need a lab,
plus I’d have to know what I was doing. Testing doesn’t mean
looking under a goddamn microscope. Chemicals aren’t like human
blood cells, you know.” He eyed his shelf of books and pulled down
another manual. “What makes you think this small bottle has
anything to do with Lt. Barnes’s death?”

“I don’t know that it does. Its
the only thing I found out of place in his room. The cleaning crew
had gone through the officer’s quarters before I could get there.
Since it’s all I got, I’m hoping for a clue. Remember that fish
smell you found in the bottle? Well, it was also in the coffee left
in his cup, just not as strong.”

Rex shivered. “Fish-tasting
coffee! Some people are weird.” He licked his thumb and flipped
pages. “But, maybe it’s some drug he was taking and coffee helped
get it down. His medical records didn’t show anything and I can’t
think of any drugs that smell like fish . . . other than cod liver
oil, but the liquid in that vial wasn’t oil-based.”

“Let’s look at his medical record
together . . .”

“Wait a minute, Pencils!” he
interrupted. “I might have found something.”

“What’s that?”

“A manual on poisons. Here it is.
I found it! Have you ever heard of fugu?”

“No, should I?”

“The poison is tetroadontoxin.
It’s removed from the ovaries of blowfish. People eat the fish in
Japan.”

“That isn’t what was written on
the vial.”

“Arothron Meleagris is Latin for
puffer fish, or blowfish.”

“How strong is this
poison?”

Rex read on before closing the
book and leaning back. “Depending on how much he swallowed, Mister
Barnes could have died in less than ten minutes. According to the
doctor who wrote this manual, the poison is put in vials for use by
a religious cult in the Philippines. They use a small portion to
induce a deep sleep during their rituals.”

“Shit! You mean he could still be
alive?”

“No. He would have been thumping
around when you found him. By your description he’s dead. My guess
is he took a lethal dose in one swallow of his coffee.”

“What keeps the Japanese from
dying when they eat the fish?”

“The guts are removed before it’s
cooked, of course.”

I ground my teeth a minute. “Rex,
when you get a chance, could you go to the reefers and try to get a
blood sample? Enough to run a test when we get to
Honolulu.”

“You said Mister Holcomb had
posted a guard.”

“Tell whoever it is that you need
it for your medical records.”

“You know the Navy will be doing
all that as soon as we tie up.”

“Yeah, but I don’t want to chance
losing the evidence. How do we know how the poison reacts once the
person is dead. Besides, I want to run it to a private lab. You
know how the Navy sometimes screws up. Once I know how Mister
Barnes died, I can focus on who did it. So . . . how would a person
not in this cult buy the poison?”

“Think about it, Pencils. Anybody
with money can buy anything in Olongapo.”

Rex twisted the filter from a
cigarette, lit the tobacco, and, after only two deep drags, butted
it in a stainless steel bedpan. I shook my head, wondering why he
bothered to smoke, since he only bought the filtered brand, removed
the damn filter, and never pulled more than two drags.

His head came up with a sudden
thought. “Who’s going to pay for the lab test?”

“What lab test?”

“The private lab you’re taking
the sample to?”

“Hm. I didn’t think about that.
How much do you think it’ll run?”

“Expensive and they’ll want it up
front. That means you’ll be paying, Pencils. Is it worth
it?”

I shrugged and left him with a
worried expression. Back in my office, Teddy pecked at his
typewriter. I looked at the other three empty chairs.

“Where’s everyone
else?”

“It’s Ropeyard Sunday,
remember?”

I had been so absorbed in the
medical manuals, I’d forgotten about the afternoon off. “So what
are you working on?” I asked Teddy.

“A letter home.”

My gaze drifted up to a spot of
chipped paint. I would have to find time in port to assign my crew
to paint the office bulkheads. I waited for the pinging of the
Royal to stop.

“Teddy, if you wanted to buy
drugs in Olonpago, where would you go?”

“Easy. I wouldn’t go anywhere,
just stand on a street corner and look desperate for a roach. Some
fish head would walk by and sell you whatever you want.”

“But what if you want a certain
type, something special, like a sleeping potion.”

His eyebrows raised. “Jeez,
Pencils, you don’t even smoke! Are you having trouble sleeping or
thinking of doing someone in?”

“No. I’m just curious. You know I
don’t go ashore much in Olonpago. When a bunch of you talk about
your liberty there, I feel kinda left out. What if I heard of
someone who wants a drug that makes a death-like sleep. Where could
that be bought?”

“Chung’s Import. It’s on the
strip near the base. Talk to the fat Chinese guy and ask for the
Voo Doo Princess.”

I frowned. “That was a quick
answer. Do you buy this sort of stuff?”

“Naw, but a few of the guys do.
Some of the ugly goons on this boat will take a whore to bed and
refuse to pay her. They brag about putting a drop or two in her
drink before leaving the bar, just enough to get her drowsy. By the
time the guy’s finished rolling her in the sack, she’s passed out.
He leaves without forking out one peso.”

“Except for the price of the
drug,” I pointed out.

Teddy turned back to his typing.
“Yeah and it ain’t cheap, but a bottle will last a long time. One
of the deck apes claimed he got fifty drops out of it.”

The tapping of Teddy’s typewriter
faded as I closed the door and moved down the passageway. With most
of the officers in the state room observing Ropeyard Sunday, I
decided to take advantage of the reduced corridor traffic and check
over the Lieutenant’s body in the freezer.

At the bottom rung of the ladder
I turned from the dim twilight of the hatch above to peer into the
refrigerator compartment. A yellowish streak escaped from the open
door of the reefer. The guard’s chair sat empty. I waited a moment
for the ship to finish a gentle roll to port then stepped to a
large steel door. My hand caught it before it clanged against the
closed latch.

Not far from my shoulder the fire
hose coiled in readiness on the bulkhead. I pulled the spider
wrench from its holder beside the hose and hefted it. It definitely
would do damage to whoever had crawled in that freezer. Pulling the
door open enough for me to ease in, I stepped onto the wooden floor
grate.

Rex looked up from the body with
“What the hell you gonna do with that?”

I tossed the wrench onto a frozen
tub of ice cream. “Do you really expect to get blood from a frozen
corpse with that needle?”

“This is a large bore, cardiac
needle. I was thinking of drawing from his heart, since it would
all be congealed, anyway, but can’t now. The body’s been in here
too long. He’s popsicle. What if I sliced off a piece of his
liver?”

“You mean cut him
open?”

“You know another way to get to
his liver?”

“Hell, no! No, you better not.
ONI would fry our asses. How long would it take to thaw
him?”

“Four, maybe five hours. Is
getting the blood that important?”

“I need the cause of death to
track the suspect before he gets away and that means before we hit
Pearl.”

“Okay, Mr. Wise Guy, how can you
know the suspect’s identity by finding poison in the
blood?”

“Proof of poisoning, then
reasonable motive will logically back track me to possible
suspects. Then it’s a matter of laying down the time line and
identifying opportunity. By then I should be able to name the most
likely suspect.”

Rex nodded as if acknowledging
that I really did know what I was doing. He unscrewed the needle
from the glass syringe and rolled them in a sick bay towel. “Sorry
I can’t help you Pencils. We should get out of the reefer before
the guard gets back.”

“Where is he?”

“He had to use the head, so I
relieved him a few minutes.”

Turning, my attention caught on
the dog tags around the Lieutenant’s neck. Instead of two tags,
black tape had been wrapped around only one. I leaned closer. The
chain had been broken and the torn tape stuck the single tag to his
t-shirt.

Why would someone steal a dead
man’s dog tag?

The following morning the bright
orange of the false sun broke above the glass-still sea. I stood in
my favorite vantage point, behind the protection shield of the
forward gun mount. Folding my arms on the top edge of the shield, I
rested my chin on my arms and watched the bow dip gracefully into
the yellow-green, waveless mirror. A flying fish skidded across the
deck then got caught up in the anchor chain, its tail frantically
beating the thick metal links.

Just as I took a sip of coffee
spray coated my face with a thin layer of salt. A twelve-knot
breeze from the ship’s forward motion immediately dried the burning
crystals in my pores still raw from my morning shave. I inhaled
deeply and savored the sting.

I loved the sea more with each
voyage. It possessed beauty, form, life, and compassion. Deep
within, its body held more mysteries than any scientist could ever
comprehend. At times, when it became angry, it lashed back at man
with more power and strength than any woman could give, but after
my first night of sleeping with her, I felt I had given my manhood
to a Greek goddess, to something so beautiful, God had placed an
ugly face on it to keep it a secret. Only I wasn’t
fooled.

The sun’s brilliance blinded me
as I searched toward the horizon. Being a veteran sailor, I had
been trained to watch for objects floating. My eyes always scanned
for other ships, friend or foe. And, since, I was an intruder upon
the world of water, I always searched for land. Even so, I
understood deep inside me that I had made a vow of commitment to
the sea, to appreciate its facets and guard whatever secrets I
discovered along the way. My mother, rooted to the fruitful soil,
always prayed for my safe return to land, while I prayed for
another opportunity to go out again.

I turned my back to the
forecastle and entered a dark vestibule. Undogging the steel door,
I stepped into the red glow of a passageway and rushed by a
sleepy-eyed junior officer apparently returning to his
early-morning watch station. The greasy smell of breakfast escaped
the officers’ pantry. On my way through the state room, I
appropriately acknowledged the brass sitting around the
table.

Once again, my master key gave me
access to Mister Barnes’s room. I had decided during the night that
the XO could do what he wanted, even send me before the mast, but I
was ignoring military procedures and handling this murder like a
trained police officer who wanted the truth, not the cleanest
version for the record keepers.

Pulling open drawers, I was
surprised to find that despite being commissioned, Lt. Barnes
displayed a sloppy personality. Nothing had been folded and stowed
per military protocol. Instead of being placed in the laundry bag,
dirty socks and underwear filled a space under the wash
sink.

Several envelopes in a letter
slot showed his mother’s return address. As I replaced the letters,
a slip of paper fell to his fold-top desk. It was the receipt to
the necklace bought at Chung’s Import. The item description read
“Gold Pendant called Storm of Pearls.” The next line read “Sold to
Lawrence Barnes.” I blinked at the third line. “Registered with
Lloyds of London,” followed by the registration numbers. I
carefully folded the paper and shoved it into my shirt
pocket.

After twenty more minutes of
searching I gave up on the necklace. However, I did add a chop
stick ring labeled “Lo’s Restaurant,” with an address on Hotel
Street in Honolulu. Inside the paper band I found a hand-written
message for Mister Barnes to phone “Lihua Liyi.” A Honolulu phone
number followed the obviously female name.

I threw the bedding back onto the
bunk and started to hospital-fold the ends, when a voice
interrupted me.

“Did you find anything,
Pencils?”

When I found no disapproval in
the XO’s face, I smiled and shrugged. “No, Sir. Nothing here to
show a motive.”

“I finished talking to the five
seamen late last night. I decided to hold Seaman Garretson for Lt.
Barnes’s murder.”

“But-But Sir, you said you would
let me handle the investigation.”

“No, I advised you that you could
collect facts on the incident and perhaps find the suspect.
Garretson’s arrest is in line with my responsibilities as a
military officer and as the Executive Officer aboard this ship. The
statements he made were enough to be considered circumstantial
evidence and warranted his arrest.”

“Circumstantial evidence? Sir,
you can’t charge someone on circumstantial—”

“—Maybe in the
civilian world, but this is the Navy. The Uniform Code of Military
Justice prevails aboard a ship.”

“May I ask what Garretson said
that would be considered evidence?”

“His statement was similar to
what he told you. Mister Barnes paid two hundred and fifty pesos
for some sort of costume jewelry. Garretson wanted the necklace for
a girl friend in Honolulu. Since he didn’t have enough money and
Mister Barnes did, you know who got the necklace.”

“That doesn’t prove Garretson
murdered Mister Barnes.”

“We’ll let a court martial decide
his guilt. I think our job is finished, so let’s secure this room
and let the investigation team take it from here.”

“I don’t think so,
Sir.”

He scowled. “And what does that
mean?”

“I didn’t find the
necklace.”

“Don’t you think Garretson stole
the necklace after he killed the Lieutenant? Chief Barry is going
through his belongings right now. I have no doubt it will be
recovered.”

I stubbornly shook my head. “If
Garretson killed for the sole purpose of stealing a necklace, I
can’t believe he even made it this far in the Navy. Secondly, I
believe Mister Barnes was killed here, in his quarters. Other
enlisted personnel do not have the freedom I do to come into
officer’s quarters. The suspect needed a reason to be here. In
other words, he had to be invited. And that means whoever killed
Mister Barnes had something in common with him.”

“What makes you draw that
conclusion?”

“I believe the assassin came here
carrying a mug of coffee for Mister Barnes. A large dose of
Oriental poison had already been mixed in it. Yes, I do think
whoever it was, wanted Mister Barnes dead because of that necklace,
but not for some girlfriend. It was not just a piece of costume
jewelry, but much more valuable. I don’t know exactly, but it meant
power, money, control of others, something greater to whoever got
to Mister Barnes. I’m sure Garretson has no knowledge of where the
necklace is nor does he know its importance.”

“That’s a lot of assumptions,
Pencils. But, let’s say you’re right. What would Barnes have wanted
with it?”

“Sir, how well did you know this
officer?”

“Well . . . I-I would have to
review his service jacket. I wasn’t a person he confided in, if
that’s what you’re asking. And why wouldn’t he have invited
Garretson here? That’s possible.”

“No. Garretson hated Mister
Barnes. The man does have a record of minor violence, but to kill
for a necklace? No. And to go out of his way to get a cup of coffee
for an officer he hated? Never. Not Garretson.”

Holcomb waved his hand as if
disgusted and dismissing the idea. I worked not to grind my teeth.
“I just don’t understand, Pencils, why you think a piece of crappy
oriental jewelry is so important to this murder.”

“It wasn’t crap, Sir. It was
registered with Lloyds of London.”
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