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THE CHIEF BOATS WALKED along the weather deck and rubbed his hand along the rail feeling the salt between his fingers. He touched his fingers to the tip of his tongue.

It was always the best.

Twenty-five years at sea and still to this day it never gets old.

He stood around six foot. His skin dark, rough, and leathery and was cracked and dried up in several patches.  Being from the southern part of New Jersey he’d been around the sea his entire life which made him a hard man.

Also, a hard drinking man as with many in the deck crew. He enforced a code that deck department lived by.

WORK HARD. PLAY HARD.

And did they ever play hard. Sometimes too hard but they always showed up to work.

And he loved it.

Loved every bit of it.

The smell of the salt in the air.

The millions of stars in the sky filled a never-ending dark void. A deep void that goes way way deep into places that have yet to be discovered.

Much like being in parts of the sea.

The same parts of the Atlantic that many have sailed before him and even long before that.

She decides whether she is going to let you live that day or she can bring up a storm anytime she wants to and sink your ship if she so desires.

Truth be told. It all depends on how sailors conduct themselves while they’re out there.

There are rules that must be followed.

A narrow beam of moonlight illuminating a pathway on the sea provided just enough light to see the glowing green phosphorus.
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BMC Rosenberg was making his mid-night rounds when he first heard the loud banging on the hatch leading down to the Boatswain locker.

BANG...BANG... BANG...

The ship was in darken ship mode. The only light was from the red lights illuminating the passageways. All quiet except for the slight humming sound of the ventilation system and her usual creaking and groaning as she pitched and rolled.

Deck department had been up late conducting a refueling and he’d been up the entire time and was very much looking forward to 0345 when he would get relieved on watch.

The John A Moore was a small fast guided frigate so for her to make these sorts of sounds was nothing unusual. He loved to listen to the waves smacking against her hull and the way his feet would almost leave the deck as she came down hard. There was something special about the feeling of being underway. Her steady creaking as she rolled to the left and then to the right in a rhythmic pattern as if she were in sync with the sea.

Something that made him feel so very close to mother nature. Sometimes closer than he cared to be.

Even though it was as late as it was the mid-watch was always his favorite because it was quiet and peaceful. Plus, it always gave him a chance to think things through of what he was going to do to keep the First Lt. hanging around and screwing up his work plans. Or as he often referred to him as the Frist Lunatic. A nickname the deck crew had given him.

The name always made him chuckle. He wondered what BM2 Ridge was going to be up to today. He never listened to the First Lunatic and the two of them were always at each other’s throats. Sure, he had his differences with the Lt and wanted to get rid of him but he his Ridge fought like cats and dogs.

BANG... BANG... BANG...

There it was again.

This time he stopped. 

Felt the door.

“Hello.” 

BANG... BANG... BANG...

He tried the dogs on the door, but they were locked. He couldn’t budge them. They were frozen in place.

“Hello.” He spoke again.

Nothing but rustling noises that suddenly stopped.

The dogs. Their stuck.

“Get me out of here.” A woman’s voice.

He tried the dogs putting all his weight on it as he tried pulling it up. Still, it wouldn’t budge.

“I can’t open the dogs.”

“Please. Help me.”

“I’m trying.”

The first thought that ran through his mind was how did a woman manage to get on the ship and hide away in one of his own compartments without him knowing. 

The last port they hit was Matalan Mexico. It was possible one of the crew fell in love and snuck her on board to bring her back to the states where they would live happily ever after.

More like she would live happily ever after.

These young pups pull stuff like this. They’ll go out, get drunk and have sex with what they didn’t know was a whore seeing them as their ticket out. And when they get back to the states they leave and the sailor never sees or hears from them again.

Sometimes not. Occasionally, a sailor would score with a good woman. Not often.

Thinking back all this reminded him of one of his deck seamen that fell in love with a chick when they were in the Philippines and missed ships movement.

These young sea pups don’t know any better.

They get laid, they think they’re in love.

It’s even harder on the ones that were virgins before they came in. Those are the ones that get slapped in the face with a good dose of reality.

BANG... BANG... BANG...

“Are you still there?” The voice on the other side asked.

“I’m here. Listen. The dogs are stuck.”

“What are those?”

Yeah, she’s definitely been hidden here. 

“They’re the levers around the door that lock it in place. Are you able to move them on your side?”

“No.”

“I’ll be right back.”

“Please don’t be gone long. I need help.”

“I’ll be right back.”

BM2 Ridge was just getting dressed for watch. If something was going on Ridge would know. Ridge knew the ship like the back of his hand. And he was almost just as salty as he was himself. A few more years in and he would be well on his way to being Chief if he only slowed down on the booze.

Sometimes walking down in deck department berthing was like putting your life at risk as he was instantly rewarded with at least a hundred and fifty different types of farts coupled with the smell of stale beer. The snoring sounded like a foghorn that made him sick to his stomach.

“Boats. You know anything about any of the crew sneaking a woman on board?”

Ridge was in the head washing up, getting ready for watch.

“I haven’t heard anything. Don’t tell me Layman fell in love again.” He chuckled.

“I think we may have a similar situation.”

“Seriously?”

“I think so. There’s a girl’s voice coming from the compartment from the Boatswain hold. The dogs are frozen shut. I can’t open them.”

“Chief. It’s too late, or early for these kinds of jokes.”

He was talking about the one where he and the Chief came back drunk and woke the crew telling them they had an emergency underway.

Yeah, that was a good one. Also, very dangerous.

“I’m serious. You’ve got to see this for yourself. Somebody is down there.”

Ridge through on his boon- dockers and buttoned up his shirt. “Let’s go check it out.”

Ridge saturated the dogs with some good ole WD40 and took a dogging wrench pipe and a small steel rod for leverage and managed to work the dogs lose. 

“Whoever did this really locked’em down tight.”

“You’re telling me.”

“While Ridge was busy working the dogs lose, Chief knocked on the hatch.

No response.

“Are you still down there?”

No response.

“Chief. Are you sure you weren’t just hearing things? I know our imaginations can get the best of us at times. At 0300 this can be a spooky place.

No lights except for the red darken ship passageway lights. The soft humming of the ship’s ventilation system coupled with the soft creaking and groaning of the ship.

“I know what I heard.”

Honestly, he had Ridge’s curiosity now because that hatch was sure locked down tight.

“Just a couple more dogs and we’ll have it.”

“I just hope she’s okay down there. Maybe we should wake Layman up and see if he knows something.”

“Naa. He was on duty and couldn’t leave the ship”

“Well, there goes my theory. I thought for sure he might’ve had something to do with this.”

“Knowing Layman. It doesn’t me he still didn’t.”

Chief chuckled. “You’re right about that. I don’t think anybody has done anything like this though. If this is the case, I’m getting every one of them swinging pricks out of their racks and work’m to the bone. Everybody in deck department is going to Captain’s mast. First I’m going to line everybody up and punch everyone of’m in the face.”

“Just take it easy. We’re not sure that’s what is happening yet.”

“How else is a woman going to get down here? Somebody knows something. Are those dogs almost done?”

“It’s getting there. Just two more.”

“Our luck, she’s probably dead by now.”

“I’m doing the best I can, Boats.”

The chief stomped around waving his long arms frantically as he always did whenever he was trying to emphasize a point.  One has to stay clear when he’s in one of these moods. He has been known to punch you in the face if you just happened to be standing in front of him at the wrong time.

“I think we got it,” Ridge said.

He undid the last dog but still the hatch wouldn’t move. He tried straddling it, him taking one side and the chief the other and together they tried to yank it open.

Still wouldn’t budge.

“Something is unusually wrong about this,” Chief said. “When was the PM maintenance last done on this?”

“Just last week. Everything was fine. It was open early this morning, or yesterday.”

“Why is it frozen.”

“Who knows. I have an idea.”

Ridge went below and got Ward, the hull technician. He
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