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Chapter One
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“But what about me?”

I didn’t have an answer for her. Frankly, I hadn’t really thought that much about it. So she kind of surprised me. I had a flashback of that scene early in A Farewell to Arms when Catherine says something like “ Oh darling, be good to me,” and Frederick thinks “ Huh? What the hell?”

She had come to L.A. to get discovered for the movies, but she probably realized by now that she’d have just as good a chance back home in Milwaukee, so she was thinking about Plan B. I liked her well enough, but not enough to think in terms of next week, let alone the “Future” with a capital F. I had waited until I got my orders before I said anything to her, or anyone else. But when the word came for me to report for officer training in New York, it was time to say goodbye to L.A., and this was part of it. I had volunteered for the Navy. I wanted to do it. But when those orders finally arrived, I wondered whether this was really such a good idea. Call it volunteer’s remorse. I consoled myself with the thought that anyone would have felt the same way. That wasn’t much consolation, but it would have to do. There was no backing out now.

“I don’t think you’d like the Navy,” I said to her, finally. It was lame, but she was standing there glaring at me, waiting for me to come up with something, and this was all I had at the moment. I smiled, too, but it was unconvincing, or insincere, take your pick. Anyway, it didn’t work.

“That’s not what I meant,” she said. “And you know it. You’re a real bastard, you know it? A real bastard!”

“But …”

“Go to hell!” she said.

She turned around and left, and that was that. As final scenes go, it was thankfully short. It could have been a lot worse. On the other hand, it wasn’t the way the movies play the scene of the young hero going off to war. You know, there’s a close-up of the girl, all dewy eyed, and she says, “Oh darling, take care of yourself and come back to me, safe and sound.” Then the guy says, “Sure I will,” which is an easy promise to make. What else is he going to say? But it didn’t play that way this time. Does it ever? Maybe just in the movies, which is why they call Hollywood “The Dream Factory.” The Reality Factory is down the road in Oxnard. And most everywhere else.

I wasn’t really going off to war, not officially, because the war hadn’t started yet. Not for us, anyway, although they were already killing each other pretty freely in Europe. We’d be in it soon, though. No doubt about that. I figured I was just getting ahead of the game and might have deserved a little credit for that. But she didn’t see it that way. She thought something meaningful might be going on between us. It goes to show you how perspectives can differ. Well, as Hemingway’s hero said, what the hell.

The Navy idea came to me even before I met her. A few weeks before, I was having a drink with my buddy in the FBI, Bill Patterson. He was all excited because he was getting transferred out of L.A. to a job as a field agent. Now he’d have a reason to carry his pistol, loaded. He was supposed to carry it all the time, but he never felt the need. Before this he had been an analyst in the Los Angeles office, which meant paperwork and research and not much else. But he was diligent, and his good work on potential fifth column risks at home had won him a promotion. He’d had some good ideas about counterintelligence, and the Bureau was happy to reward talent.

“Where are they sending you?” I said.

“Cuba. Havana. Palm trees, rum, and beaches. Same as here. But quite a few more bad guys to keep an eye on.”

“Like?”

“Like those guys who support Franco and think Adolf’s a swell guy. They call themselves the Falange. Same Fascist Party as in Spain. Some of the same people, in fact. Lots of cloak-and-dagger potential. Then there’s the other guys. The Spanish Reds.”

“Commies?”

“Yep. A lot of them came to Cuba to escape Franco’s firing squads. We don’t think much of them, either. Those two will be at each other’s throats, for sure. We don’t care about that, of course. They’re welcome to kill each other as long as it doesn’t affect our interests. In fact, the more of that, the better. But that sort of thing always seems to spill over onto our plates.”

“Out of curiosity, when did we annex Cuba?”

“Oh, they’re still technically a foreign country. But we have an embassy there, and I’ll be attached to that. In the spy business, they call this arrangement a ‘fig leaf.’ Between us girls, Mr. Hoover wants to expand our intelligence business and doesn’t want the Army and Navy boys to steal a march on us.”

“What are the bad guys all up to?”

“It’s not entirely clear. That’s why the Bureau’s sending me. And a few others. To find out. But think of the possibilities, once we get into the war. All those friends of Adolf, just ninety miles from Florida? U-boats and hidden fuel dumps? Sabotage? Spying on shipping? Running spies and saboteurs up to the Gulf Coast? Plenty of opportunities for mayhem. Interesting stuff for me, after sitting at a desk all this time. Want to come along? Maybe I could get you hired as a civilian assistant or something. Seriously. Your experience as a debonair L.A. sleuth could be useful.”

“No thanks. I think I’ve had enough of sleuthing for the time being. But you could help me out with something, if you wouldn’t mind.”

“If I can. What’s on your mind?”

“I was reading about the Navy’s V7 program for training officers. I was thinking of joining up.”

“Really?”

“Dumb idea?”

“No. We’re all going to be in this war sooner rather than later. Just don’t tell John Q. Public quite yet. FDR wants to keep it as a surprise. And the Navy’s as good a place to be as any. Better really. As long as you’re an officer.”

Bill knew about that. He was an Annapolis grad and had come to the FBI after doing four or five years of active duty. He looked like a harmless professor, but he wasn’t.

“If I could have foreseen all this stuff, I would have stayed in,” he said. “At the time it seemed like peacetime Navy promotions would be too slow. The Bureau seemed a better bet. Who knew? But the Bureau’s going to be plenty active, too, so I don’t mind.” He studied me for a moment. “How old are you?”

“Birth certificate says almost thirty.”

“I’m pretty sure the V7 program cutoff is twenty-seven.”

“Details.”

“And you’re supposed to be a college graduate.”

“Or have ‘equivalent professional experience.’”

“You think being a private eye, chasing art thieves, and associating with mobsters qualifies?”

“Yes. Besides, I associate with you, too. And the cops.”

“True. And I do think the work experience would qualify, as long as you emphasize the law enforcement angle and downplay the skirt-chasing private shamus thing. But how are you going to get around the age limit?”

“Blinky Malone.”

He thought about it.

“That could work.”

Blinky Malone was L.A.’s finest forger. He’d done passports and visas for me, and a few other things. True, his work couldn’t pass really professional scrutiny, but who in the Navy Department is going to look all that carefully at a birth certificate? Blinky could also whip up some transcripts and letters of recommendation, if the equivalent work experience didn’t measure up. Give Blinky a day and he could have me graduating from UCLA, magna cum laude, at the age of fourteen. Bill knew Blinky and the quality of his work, because Blinky was also an FBI informer.

“There’s also an FBI background check, you know,” said Bill.

“That’s why I’m buying you a drink.”

“You want me to do some creative writing?”

“I don’t think you’ll have to. You know the old expression, my life is an open book.”

He didn’t say, “Which book?” Bill had an educated man’s contempt for saying the obvious.

“I suppose that here and there you might have to overlook this and that,” I said. “But there’s nothing that should keep me out. Nothing that’s likely to comeout, anyway. And the word is they’re looking for people. I figure the longer I wait and the closer we are to getting into the war, the harder it’ll be to get accepted. Too many candidates. So now’s the best time.”

“You’re right about that. So how old are you going to be?”

“I can pass for twenty-five, easy. I don’t smoke.”

“I tell you what. I’ll look into what’s required for the FBI check and see what I can do. It only figures that they’d ask the local office to do the background check, so my getting involved will seem normal enough. And at this stage of the game, you won’t be the only one using your contacts to get a place. A few letters of recommendation wouldn’t hurt. Blinky could draw some up. And I’ll be happy to write something swearing you’re a combination of Eagle Scout and Wyatt Earp.”

“I’m going to ask Ed Kowalski, too.” Ed was a respected L.A. homicide lieutenant. He was also a friend. Well, sort of.

“That’ll help. He enjoys a good lie. Between all of us we can probably get you in.”

“Thanks, Bill.”

“Save it. Some lonely night when you’re standing the midnight watch in the middle of the ocean, you’ll think back on this moment and wish you’d never opened your yap. You know what Dr. Johnson said about the Navy?”

“No. But I bet you do.”

“He said, ‘No man will be a sailor who has contrivance enough to get himself into a jail; for being in a ship is being in a jail, with the chance of being drowned, and a man in a jail has more room, better food, and commonly better company.’”

“Is that the exact quote?”

“Pretty much. We all learned it at the Academy. And here’s another line you’ll need to know.” He rattled his ice cubes at the bartender. “I’ll have another.”

“I already know that one,” I said.

It helps to have friends who can get things done. With Bill’s help and Blinky’s artistry and a few other maneuvers here and there, it all worked out. In just under a month, I was sworn in and ready to leave for the Navy’s officer training program in New York. As for that girl who wondered about our future together, I saw her a few days later riding down the coast highway in an Oldsmobile convertible with the top down. She was laughing and had her hand resting behind the driver’s head. I recognized the guy she was with. I’d seen him in a recent Western movie. He didn’t have a big part, but I guess the paycheck was big enough to cover an Oldsmobile.





Chapter Two
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The first month of training was like a regular boot camp in which we all learned the difference between port and starboard and how to march in formation—something that sailors almost never do but for some reason need to know about. We learned how to polish our shoes and belt buckles, and we learned the difference between an officer and a chief petty officer, and the difference between the wretched moles who worked in the engine rooms and the simian deck hands who toiled with ropes and paint chippers. In short, we learned that if you were in the service, it was better to be an officer.

And during the time that we were learning to march and learning the difference between port and starboard, the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, and suddenly things got much more serious, and we started our three months of officer training.

We learned about navigation and how to find our position on the planet by measuring the angles of the stars, and we got so that we could get as close as one hundred miles to the school solution. Sometimes even closer. We practiced taking sightings from shore points and then working out a series of plots and maneuvers on paper, trying to move a theoretical ship from point A to point B and all the while keeping it in the water and off the West Side Highway. We went cruising in New York Harbor, tooling around in Yard Patrol craft (YPs) and learning the basics of ship handling and signaling and formation sailing. That part was enjoyable. We studied gunnery and small arms, something I knew a little about, since as an L.A. private dick I was licensed to carry a .38 police special. I didn’t carry one very often, because those things are bulky and heavy when they’re loaded and spoiled the cut of my suit coat. But still, I knew which end of a gun was dangerous, and I’d seen more than a few dead people with bullet holes in them, so I was a step ahead of most of my classmates.

Then there were classes in leadership, and the best instructors boiled the subject down to a few principles—let your men do their jobs, because they know more about their specialties than you ever will, expect them to do those jobs correctly and let them know you expect it, look after their welfare, treat them fairly, try not to let them con you, and don’t be an asshole. “Admirals and captains can be assholes, but not ensigns. You have to earn that right.” Those seemed fairly easy and sensible, but they were hard for some guys to understand and accept. Those were the guys who were impressed with the authority of their position, or, more accurately, thought their position actually carried some authority. I saw that kind of thing more than a few times later. We learned that the chief petty officers and first class petty officers believed they ran the Navy—and that they did run some of it and were to be treated with respect—but that even as junior officers, our jobs were equally important, and we should treat our men as men and as specialists who worked for us. Nothing more, nothing less. We worked for the officers who were senior to us and ultimately for the skipper who was the closest thing to God on earth, even though he might be a complete dick. The skipper, I mean. This last bit was not part of the curriculum but was passed along from the instructors, sub rosa. Finally, our gold braid meant that we could give an order, but nothing guaranteed that the order made sense or was worth following. It was up to us to make sure it did.

We also learned the rules and regulations. This became important once we started active duty, because we would ultimately be responsible for enforcing those same rules. There were some in our class who came to believe that the Navy “book” was sacred. There were others of us, like myself, who already knew that any and all rules were the work of Man and could therefore never be infallible and should be administered accordingly. This was only good sense, and the best officer instructors more or less said so. There were a few instructors who were true believers, though, and we all wondered how they got their jobs and worried about where they’d get sent next. Not many of us wanted to run into them again.

After one month of boot camp and then three months of officer training, we received our commissions as ensigns. Then we got our orders to report to our next assignments.

I don’t know how I felt when I read my orders. I was assigned to the PC 475. It was a ship without a name, a patrol boat and sub chaser homeported in Key West. None of the vessels in that class had names—just numbers. I had hoped for something a little more glamorous—a battleship or a cruiser or a destroyer. I guess I felt a little let down, because I thought I had done well in training. Most of the other officer candidates were guys just out of college, and as far as I could see, they were still a little wet behind the ears when it came to the ways of the world. Ask them directions to the “Tables Down at Mory’s,” and they could tell you. Ask them how you got the clap, and they’d need a moment to remember what they’d read. That’s how they seemed, anyway. Of course, they’d learn soon enough, but they did seem a little callow, even after making it through the course. We all did make it through, however, and the Navy Bureau of Personnel scattered us throughout the Atlantic and Pacific fleets. When I made a mild complaint about my orders to one of the instructors I’d gotten friendly with, he told me a small ship could actually be a lot better. You had more responsibility, much less “military” bullshit and spit and polish, and as long as you got a good skipper, life could be satisfying and even enjoyable.

“Of course, if you get a jerk for a captain, it’s another story. No place to hide in those little buckets.”

“I suppose you know what Dr. Johnson said about sailors,” I said.

“Ha! Of course. We all memorized it at the Academy. Truer words were never spoken, if you get Captain Bligh’s younger brother. Or some crusty old mustang with a perpetual hangover.”

“Mustang?”

“Old enlisted men who’ve been given a commission, mostly because they were good at their specialties and the Navy needed officers for some specific kind of job—usually deck or engineering. They can’t go any higher than lieutenant, except very rarely. They’re ex-chief petty officers and so on. Most of them were in the Navy for twenty years and more before getting their commissions. Real salty. Some of them have a hard on for college boys coming in as shiny new ensigns. Even us graduates from boat school.” By which he meant the Academy.

“I know an ex-bosun’s mate out in L.A.,” I said.

“Well then, you know what I’m talking about. Besides, you’re no college boy. You know the difference between real blonds and the other kind, so you shouldn’t have any trouble if you do get one for a skipper. They sometimes get command of these specialty vessels. Tugboats and patrol craft. I wouldn’t be surprised if your PC has one for a skipper. They’re not all assholes. And they usually know their business.”

“Maybe I’ll get lucky.”

“Words to live by. Speaking of that, I’ve been meaning to ask you—are those actresses out in Hollywood really as good-looking as they seem, or is it all a trick of photography and makeup?”

“They’re actually better looking in person.”

“I was afraid of that. Man, is your life going to change.”

“It already has.”





Chapter Three
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Southern California is a desert with ocean frontage. South Florida is a swamp with even more ocean around it. I prefer the desert. The air is dry and the sea breezes are cool. Florida air is damp, and in the summertime breathing it is just one step above drowning. But in early spring there wasn’t much to complain about. That would change, but for now it seemed like the living conditions would be OK. The nearest mountains were a thousand miles away, so that was a little disorienting. But at least there were palm trees and beaches. Lots of beaches.

I checked in at the Key West commanding officer’s headquarters, and the Navy yeoman in the front office looked at my orders and gave me directions to my ship. It was tied up along one of the new piers that had just been built by civilian workers who were overrunning the place. Most of the civilians on the islands were happy about the coming hostilities because it meant work for them, building the base back up. It had been left to languish pretty much since the end of the last war. That’s how we seemed to treat every war—we figure it’s the last one in history, so why bother worrying about the next one, since it was never coming.

I walked through the busy work parties and the noise of construction all the way to the end of the island, where there were two rather elderly looking destroyers tied up and a few more yard patrol craft out on moorings. A PBY flying boat was moored out there, too. It wasn’t much of a fleet, but then Key West wasn’t much of a naval base. Not yet. And in an obscure corner of the dockyard, I found her—the PC 475.

I felt a little funny looking at the ship. My ship. She was new and shiny and seemed almost elegant, but there was something else about her that seemed to say, “You’re mine, poor fool, and it’s too late to back out now.” It was a feeling in my stomach like loneliness and indigestion, both at the same time. But I was also excited. Our destinies were entwined, mine and that ship’s. And I actually said it that way to myself. There are moments when you can forgive yourself for a touch of melodrama or sentiment, as long as you keep it to yourself. Seeing your first ship for the first time qualifies as one of them, as far as I’m concerned. Whether our destinies would be dramatic or humdrum remained to be seen. But my first impressions of the 475 were positive, on balance. I did wish she had a name, though—something elegant or beautiful or nautical or brave, something that would underscore and enhance her handsomeness. But she didn’t. She was just the 475.

She was just over 170 feet long, painted haze gray, of course. There was a three-inch fifty gun on the bow. It was standing in the open—not in a turret—and would be operated manually by sailors cranking gears to swing it side to side and elevate it. The gun would be useful to take on an enemy sub on the surface and maybe to blast away at a small target on the shore. But that was about the extent of it. It wouldn’t trouble anything in the air. You couldn’t crank it fast enough to follow the flight of an attacker, unless it was a blimp. The superstructure in the middle of the ship was topped by an enclosed bridge, the place where I expected to be spending many hours standing watch, conning the ship. There were round windows (or ports). Just above was a flying bridge where the signalmen were stationed. From there a mast rose straight up to the masthead lookout station—a one-man bucket. The after portion of the main deck had twin forty-millimeter guns and a pair of twenty-millimeters as well as two depth charge launchers on each side and two racks of depth charges. In action against the U-boats, the crew would roll those deadly drums off the stern. This vessel was designed mostly to hunt submarines.

The number 475 was painted on the hull all the way forward. It was gleaming white and outlined in black and looked damned fine against the gray of the hull.

There was a gunner’s mate second class standing watch on the quarter-deck. That seemed strange. Usually that was an officer’s job, even in port. He looked spruce enough in his dress whites.

I walked up the short gangway, saluted the flag on the stern, and saluted the quarterdeck.

“Request permission to come aboard … sir.” I added this even though the gunner’s mate wasn’t an officer, because it was standard phraseology. He returned the salute. “Permission granted, sir.” And I stepped on board.

“Ensign Fitzhugh, reporting for duty.”

“Yes, sir. Welcome aboard, sir. We were told to expect you.” He smiled, and his friendliness seemed genuine. “The messenger will show you to the captain.”

A scrawny seaman saluted and asked me to follow him, and we stepped through an open watertight door and walked a few steps down a narrow passageway. And I noticed that peculiar smell that all Navy ships seemed to have—some combination of paint and fuel oil and something I never could identify but that smelled somehow electrical. It was not an unpleasant smell, just distinctive. And I got so I liked it. Maybe in future years it would bring back the memories of my Navy days the way Proust’s taste of a madeleine brought memories back to him. And if you’re wondering how I know about Proust, I have to admit that somebody told me. Though I read a lot, I hadn’t gotten to Proust yet, and frankly I didn’t expect to anytime soon. Somehow a Navy ship didn’t seem the right context for reading a Parisian aesthete whose life-changing event was eating a cookie.

The seaman knocked on a door, a voice said, “Come in,” and I took off my hat and stepped into the captain’s cabin.

“Ah! Doctor Livingston, I presume,” he said. He was an average-sized man dressed in work khakis with lieutenant’s bars on his collar. The commanding officer of any vessel is called “Captain,” regardless of his actual rank. I’d guess he was in his early forties, but he also seemed to have maybe a little extra mileage on him. He had thinning gray hair, a bushy white mustache, and no extra flesh on his bones. His face was tanned and weather-beaten, and his blue eyes were just a little bloodshot, more from eyestrain and sun glare than hangover, I hoped. But in spite of the appearance of moderate wear and tear, there was something friendly and humorous and ironic in his expression, something that said he’d been to the ballpark and back more than a few times and had had his share of laughs. It was as though he constantly expected something ridiculous to happen, and he was looking forward to it. Something also said that if there was any bullshitting to be done, he’d be the one to do it. He was twenty years too old to be a regular Navy lieutenant. And I thought—“Mustang.”

“Ensign Fitzhugh reporting for duty, sir.”

He stood up and smiled and shook my hand.

“Good. Welcome aboard. Your first name’s Riley, I believe.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Glad to know you. My name’s Ford. Ted Ford. The crew calls me Model T, but I don’t recommend you try it. At least not in my hearing. Humorous contempt is for the enlisted men. It’s their constitutional right, you might say. I was one for eighteen years, so I know how the men talk and what they talk about and where they try to hide the booze and just about everything else that goes on belowdecks. All that stuff you don’t know anything about, yet.”

“No, sir.”

“Good. Well, I expect you’ll learn. Who said the beginning of wisdom is knowing you can’t find your ass with both hands?”

“Socrates, sir?” I figured that was as good a guess as any.

“Maybe so. People say he was a smart fella. Probably sounds better in the original. Greek, wasn’t he?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Have a seat.”

There was one other metal chair in the tiny stateroom.

“I’m glad you’re here,” he said. “There’s a lot of work to do. I’ve seen a copy of your file. You did well in training.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“That’s why they sent you to this vessel. They send the dumb ones to the battleships, where they can’t get into too much trouble. This is a handy little ship. The men call her the Nameless. Scratch a sailor and you find a comedian. Lord Nelson said that, unless I’m mistaken.”

I nodded and smiled. This seemed to be a good beginning.

“She’s brand new,” said the captain, “but she’s like a debutante with bad breath and a wooden leg.”

“Sir?”

“Ignored. Neglected.”

“Sir?”

“Ignored and neglected by the boys in the Navy Department. We’re short of most things. Mostly men. Fact is, so far you’re the only other commissioned officer, aside from me. Which means, for the time being at least, you’re the exec. Congratulations.”

“Sir?”

“No need to thank me. You were the best candidate for the job.”

This was a bit of a shock. I was fairly sure even a small ship like the 475 rated some officers that were not lowly new ensigns. Certainly someone with some experience should be ordered here as executive officer, a ship’s second in command.

“Will there be anyone else joining, sir? Any other officers?”

“Supposed to be,” said the captain. “But you know what they say about supposed to be. There’s supposed to be a heaven, but I’ll believe it when I see it. And I’m not all that anxious to get there. Right now I prefer the kind of angels that smell good and sit on barstools.”

“Sounds like a country song, captain.”

“Yes, it does. Probably is. Anyway, the sad story is we’re shorthanded and might just stay that way, so we’ll have to make do. No choice in the matter.”

“Yes, sir.” If I had learned anything in officer training, it was that “yes, sir” was an all-purpose response to just about anything, unless the skipper says something like “Do you think I’m some sort of jackass?”

“Normally, only officers stand the deck watch when we’re underway. And there’s only the two of us, so far. But the captain doesn’t stand watch, you know. I could, but I don’t want to. I’ll be in the bridge enough as it is. Which leaves just you. And I suppose you’re the kind who likes to sleep now and then.”

“Only when necessary, sir.”

“Well, relax. The good news is we’ve got a senior warrant officer who can fill in till we get another couple of officers. And we have a quartermaster chief who can as well. They both know more about ship handling than you do and almost as much as me. That gives us three for underway deck watch. Four hours on, eight off, so you’ll have time to work on your suntan and memoirs. How’s your navigation?”

“Fair, sir.”

“That’s honest, anyway. The chief quartermaster is a fair hand at it too. You’d expect that from a quartermaster, since that’s their specialty. And I know which end of a sextant to look through and where the sun and stars are, generally. So between you, me, and the chief, we should manage to find our way around without having to stop and ask directions. What did you do in civilian life?”

“I was a private detective in Los Angeles.”

“Like in the movies? Did you wear a hat and trench coat?”

“Only in the rain, sir. And it doesn’t rain much in L.A.”

“Well, well. I’m guessing you don’t shock easy.”

“I don’t think so, sir.”

“That’s good. Why in hell’d you leave that to join this outfit? Kill somebody important? Run off with the mayor’s girlfriend?”

“I figured there was a war coming, sir.”

“You figured right, seems like. Well, if you were a private dick, you’ve been around and probably know the difference between duck feathers and pussy hair.”

“I think so, sir.”

“I’d be surprised if you didn’t,” said the captain. “’Course, it ain’t that hard to tell if you look at ’em side by side. But real-life experience is good. Maybe the men won’t be able to fool you more than half the time. That’d be better than most new ensigns.”

He took a cigar from his pocket.

“Care for one of these?” he said.

“No, thanks, Captain. I don’t smoke.”

He nodded and lit his cigar with a Zippo.

“A fine thing, a Zippo. Just about perfect in conception and design. When I joined the Navy, I promised my Aunt Lucy I wouldn’t smoke cigarettes. She didn’t say anything about cigars. She was a nice old lady, but she didn’t understand the first rule about giving orders—be precise. You said your first name is Riley. Is that the name you go by?”

“Yes, sir.”

He nodded.

“I like to know what a man likes to be called. I once went hunting with a fella. He was a southerner, kind of a redneck like me, and he had a damned good bird dog. That dog could smell a quail in a garlic patch, and when I asked that ole boy what the dog’s name was, he said, ‘Well, his name is Henry, but he don’t like it, so he goes by Monroe.’”

I had to laugh. Captain Ford paused and studied me for a moment.

“Now, I’m glad to see you smile at that,” he said, “because there are two kinds of people in the world—those that think that’s funny and those that don’t get it. I prefer the company of the first. A fella with no sense of the ridiculous is depressing to be around. A Navy ship is a small community. I don’t say it’s a family, because a good crew gets along better than most families. And a good crew has no room for long faces.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Luckily, there ain’t anyone on God’s green earth that’s as irreverent as a sailor. Makes him mighty fine company. The best. The trick is not to spoil it.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Generally speaking, it’s only the officers that can screw the pooch and make life miserable on board a ship. Usually they learn better over time. The good ones, anyway. The ones straight from boat school take the longest, because they think they actually learned something at the Academy. But even they catch on eventually, most of them. Since you come right from civilian life and an actual job, maybe you’ll catch on quicker.”

“I’ll do my best, sir.”

“Your file says you’re twenty-five. You look a tad older.”

“That could be a mistake in the file, sir.”

“The Navy doesn’t make mistakes, which means you’re younger than you think. Be sure and write and tell your mother. I expect she’ll be surprised to hear it. Is she still alive?”

“No, sir.”

“Oh. Sorry about that. Well, that sort of thing happens. You married?” “No, sir.”

“That’s good. Married men sometimes get distracted by goings-on at home. They start thinking about what the missus is up to and gradually lose interest in scraping paint.”

“Hard to believe, sir.”

“I know. But it’s true. On my last ship we had a gunner’s mate whose wife ran off with a carnival barker. The fella was a weight guesser, and when he guessed she was fifty pounds lighter than she was, she fell in love right there. Came as a shock to that gunner’s mate. Had to give him compassionate leave to go home and straighten things out. He came back, but he was never the same. He had suffered a disappointment.”

He looked at me with a sly expression. I knew an opening for a straight line when I heard it.

“What was it?” I said.

“The disappointment? He didn’t say.”

“Maybe it was that she came back.”

“No. That wasn’t it. She stayed gone. The last he saw of her, she was running the kettle corn stand. That was the wrong job for a fat woman. Or the right one. Depends how you look at it. ’Course, most things do. But it was a sad story. Wouldn’t you say?”

“If you say so, sir. But it’s a little hard to believe.”

He nodded in approval.

“I thought so, too, at the time. Could be that gunner’s mate was pulling a fast one and just wanted some time off. Now and then, a sailor will get inventive. They don’t always tell the honest truth, or any other kind for that matter.”

“I’ll remember that, sir.”

“You’d be wise to. Well, the good news about us being shorthanded is that you’ll have a room to yourself. Just across the passageway there. The bad news is you’re going to work your ass off getting this bucket ready for sea. But God help the Germans once we do. I pity the poor bastards. You know they scuttled the Graf Spee down in Montevideo. That was in ’39. Must have heard about plans for the Nameless. Get your gear squared away, and then we’ll have a tour around.”

“Aye, aye, Captain.”

“I have to admit I like hearing that, Riley. Nothing like being the skipper. Nothing in the world. I’d rather be captain of a Navy ship than king of Ruritania, wherever that is. Never thought I’d get here, but I have, and I aim to do a good job at it. You do the same, and we’ll get along just fine.”

“I’ll do my best, sir.”

“Well, let’s hope that’s good enough.”

I left him and breathed a sigh of relief. I figured I’d been tested and passed, because I knew when to smile, which meant I wasn’t visibly nervous and could spot a dab of intentional bullshit. Captain Ford was a mustang, but all indications were that he was OK. He had a sense of humor. Aside from fairness and knowing what he was doing, that was about all you could ask from a skipper. No other pedigrees required.

And the more I thought about our conversation, the more I realized that Captain Ford had also given me some practical lessons in how to be an officer.





Chapter Four
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A Navy ship of any almost any size—any size bigger than a PT boat, say—is organized pretty much the same way. The executive officer—the exec—is second in command to the captain. Then the men are organized in departments, like engineering, deck, communications, navigation, supply. Those are the basics. Bigger ships may have more departments. The department head is usually a fairly experienced officer, and the bigger the ship, the more senior he is. In his department there are divisions, and each division is in charge of junior officers. The deck department, for example, might have a gunnery division and two other divisions dividing up the work of keeping the ship in good repair. On a bigger ship like a cruiser or a battleship, gunnery is naturally a department on its own. The engineering division is responsible for keeping the ship’s power plant working; the communications department operates the various signals, both visual and radio, sending and receiving messages, coding and decoding, and so on. Each department is manned by sailors who are specialists in that discipline, as well as neophyte seamen who have not yet qualified and therefore do the bulk of the routine work. Meanwhile, when the ship is underway, some of these same officers take turns standing watch on the bridge, which is the control center of the ship. This Officer of the Deck, or OOD, is responsible for handling the ship, giving orders to the helmsman, and making sure the ship is following the course and speed the captain has dictated—and making sure the ship doesn’t run into any trouble of any kind, such as collisions with other vessels, reefs, and storms, and, in fact, any and all things that could endanger the ship. The captain can’t be on the bridge at all times, nor does he want to be, and the OOD is therefore in charge. Only the captain and the exec can tell the OOD what to do. Even officers who may outrank the OOD cannot give him orders or countermand anything he does.

Ship handling is an acquired skill, and probably the most satisfying thing a young officer does. It takes a little work and experience to get qualified. An officer who does not qualify is considered something of a failure, regardless of his other virtues. Ship handling is, after all, the essence of the service. But because we had only one commissioned officer to stand watch—me—we needed one of the chief petty officers to fill in. A chief petty officer was the Navy’s top enlisted man, the equivalent of an army sergeant. The other watch stander was a senior warrant officer. A warrant officer was a specialist who ranked below the lowest commissioned officer—an ensign—but above all enlisted men, including chiefs. He had wardroom privileges. The ward-room was the officers’ lounge and dining room.

Because the 475 was undermanned and because, aside from the captain, I was the only commissioned officer, we did away with divisions and just kept a departmental organization. Most departments were run by senior petty officers who were specialists in that particular discipline. The deck department was run by Chief Warrant Officer Tom Wheatley, communications by a senior signalman, and so on. We would stay that way until the Navy Department sent us some more officers. Then the new boys would slide into appointed slots and the enlisted men would continue in their departments but report to their appointed officer, who would report to the exec. As it turned out, for the next year we never did get any new officers. There was a good reason for that. There weren’t enough to go around. Like the 475, the Navy was shorthanded.

We were supposed to have a crew of seventy, but we were twenty short of that. The men didn’t seem to mind too much. The ship was new, so maintenance was not difficult, and there was more room in the crew’s quarters. Being undermanned wouldn’t really become a problem until we were deployed and operating at sea for weeks at a time. Then the crew might start to get rundown from extra work and lack of sleep, but until then, no one would complain.

All the department heads reported to me, the exec. It seemed ludicrous that I was second in command of a Navy ship. After all, I was only a couple of weeks from training school. But there was no choice, and it didn’t take too long to get into the swing of things. That meant paperwork and administration and a lot of dull bureaucracy. It also meant arguing with the base supply officers, trying to get the things we needed. Before I arrived, the captain had organized the various departments and put together the watch assignments, so that part of the job was already done, thankfully.

In my first week aboard ship we got underway in order to start the process of shaking down all our systems and organization and making sure the 475, aka Nameless, could do the things she would be required to do. For me, that primarily meant learning to stand OOD watch and learning how the ship handled. Fortunately, we never had to operate with anyone else, never had to travel in formation and keep station, never had to go alongside a supply ship for underway replenishment or do any of the more complicated maneuvers. And it didn’t take too many trips out into the Gulf before I had a decent idea of the basics. I had learned the theory in training. Now it was a matter of practice and experience. The captain was helpful, and so were CWO Tom Wheatley and Quartermaster Chief Russo, the two other OODs. It was in everybody’s best interest to get me up to speed as soon as possible. So it was a busy week.

I also got to know the men. When I first reported, the captain called the men together, and they fell in according to their departments. The captain then introduced me to them all and invited me to say something to them. I told them I was just out of officer training, and that they all probably knew what that amounted to and what it didn’t amount to. That brought some smiles. I told them I had a lot to learn but that I was a pretty fast learner, and I’d work hard at it. I said the captain had praised them as a good and professional and dependable crew, and I looked forward to working with them. And I finished by saying I’d do my best by them and for them, and I expected they’d do the same for me and the ship. And that was it.

“Good speech,” said the captain, afterward. “The men liked it. And I passed the word through the usual gossip channels that you used to be a private eye in L.A. and that you’d lost count of the starlets you’d serviced. So the men are predisposed to respect you.”

“Starlets? What about the fully fledged stars, Captain?”

“I didn’t want to go too far. Bullshit doesn’t stretch like saltwater taffy. But if you want to drop a few hints about Betty Grable, it’s all right with me. I doubt she’ll complain.”

“Well, sir, she hasn’t so far.” That was the truth, so far as it went. I’d met her once at a cocktail party.

The captain did a mild double take and then nodded.

“Good to know,” he said. He paused for a moment. “Well, we got our work cut out for us. You know, I figured we’d get into it with the Krauts, but I’m sort of surprised it happened the way it did. Hitler must be a dumb son of a bitch to jump on us just because the Nips did. But now we got a two-ocean war on our hands.”

“I suppose the Germans had a treaty with the Japanese.”

“Treaties never bothered Adolf before. Well, it’s a mistake, and he’ll regret it.”

“What’s it mean for us?”

“Hard to say. But if I had to guess, the Nameless will spend the rest of the war looking for U-boats. Whether along the Atlantic coast or maybe in convoy duty or maybe right here in the Gulf.”

“You think the Krauts would send U-boats here?”

“Those bastards will go anywhere they can sink a ship, and just think of the easy pickings here. All those tankers moving oil from Galveston and New Orleans, not to mention the ones coming up from Venezuela. Plus there’s all sorts of normal merchant ships carrying bananas and toilet seats and what all from one place to another.”

“Lots of targets.”

“Like a kid under the bleachers with a brand-new slingshot. You know those Venezuela tankers travel all alone. Most merchantmen do, I should say. Aside from a jackass or a mule, there ain’t a more independent critter than a merchant captain. Hates the sight of another ship and wouldn’t listen to his own mother. Those tankers’ll pass by here on their way up the coast to New York and from there over to jolly old England, some of ’em, anyway. Man, if I was a U-boat commander, I’d be itching to get right here in our backyard. Because you know the only thing that’s in their way right now?”

“Us?”

“And a few others like us. But not many. Not many. Well, we’ll know what the Navy wants us to do about it all. I figure the base commander will tell us pretty shortly.”

He did.

Captain Ford came back from a meeting of ship commanders and the naval base commander. He called me and the department heads together. We met in the 475’s wardroom. The wardroom was usually reserved for officers as their lounge and dining room, but under the circumstances it was the only place big enough and private enough to have a meeting. Plus, the Nameless was already operating in unconventional ways. One more break from convention wouldn’t matter much, if at all.

“Gents, I figure we got only a couple of months before the shit hits the piano player, and we’ll need all of that time to make sure we’re ready to take on the U-boats, because the word is they’ll be coming here as sure as Adolf is a dick-less vegetarian. That’s what our intelligence boys think, and you know as well as I do that they’re never wrong. Seems that the Krauts have been planning for this for quite a while. They’ve got spies scattered around the Gulf who tell them that there’s nothing to stop them but a few patrol ships like the lucky Nameless and a few ancient destroyers. Plus there’s a couple of PBYs and a blimp to help out, but that’s about it. Over time there’ll be more ships and more planes, but for the foreseeable future, we’ll be going it pretty much alone.

“Now I’m sure you’re all familiar with that best-selling novel The Bobbsey Twins Sink a U-Boat, and I feel confident that if we ever do see one, we’ll be able to do just as good a job. But the problem is—finding the bastards. I’m told that there’re some tricky new electronic weapons that we’ll eventually get, like radar and some other gizmos. But for now all we’ve got is our eyes. Once we spot one, we’ve got sonar, of course, but that ain’t worth a damn for searches over big stretches of sea. We have to see ’em before we can attack ’em. That means constant patrolling with the few ships we have. We’ve got PBYs, like I said, and they can cover a lot of territory, but we don’t have enough of them either. We’ve got some dive bombers, but they have a tendency to run out of gas quickly, so they’ll be kept on the beach. Their job will be to respond, if and when somebody spots a U-boat and calls for help. We’ve got some civilians who’re volunteering to cruise around the Gulf in their fishing boats and yachts, and if they see something suspicious they’ll radio Key West and have them send a plane. Or us. In short, we’re as thin as Popeye’s girlfriend, and we’re limited by how far the human eye can see. And we just plain don’t have enough eyes. Not nearly enough. What’s more, the bastards can see us too, and if they want to fight, they can either hit us with a four-inch-caliber deck gun—which as you damn well know is bigger and can shoot farther than our three-inch fifty—or they can sink us with a torpedo, if they feel like wasting one on a patrol ship with no name. But if they want to run away, all they have to do is pull the plug and submerge. At which point we’re left with our thumb up our ass, like the fat boy whose date ran off with the quarterback. So in words of one syllable, we are in deep shit for the foreseeable future. At least six months. Probably more like a year. And so is every other ship that floats on water. Any questions so far?”
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