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MURDER IN THE MOTHBALL 
FLEET 

By STEVE HAIL 

T
 

HE first ragged banners of fog 
were sucking in over the coastal 
hills, soiling the climbing moon, 
when Lafferty tooled the work 

launch in alongside the lifeless bulk of the 
Liberty ship J. C. McComber. The launch’s 
lone passenger, waiting in the lee of the 

spray dodger, got to his feet, swaying a 
little against the rocking motion of their 
wake. He was graying and stooped a little, 
with tired eyes, like a shoe clerk after a 
Saturday sale, but he made a pass at the 
pilot ladder hanging overside and hooked it 
the first time. Most of Lafferty’s 
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passengers—when he was lucky enough to 
have passengers—didn’t. 

Except for the rattle of the ancient gas 
engine and the whisper of water past the 
hull, the five-mile run up Suisun Bay from 
the river town of Martinez had been a silent 
one. Lafferty worked his big shoulders 
around in the confining stiffness of his 
peajacket and tried again. “Frisco weather,” 
he said. “It’ll be thicker’n curdled cream up 
here in an hour. And lonely. I can think of 
better duty than watchman in the mothball 
fleet.”  

The man, whose credentials had 
identified him as Malloy, grunted. “You 
the Inquiring Reporter? A buck’s a buck, 
isn’t it?” He got a foot on the first rung of 
the ladder and glanced aloft. “Say, where’s 
the guy I’m relieving? A twelve hour 
stretch in this graveyard ought to be long 
enough for anybody.” The sound in his 
throat could have been a laugh, but it didn’t 
quite come out that way when he added, 
“Maybe he died or something.”  

Lafferty didn’t smile. He said 
pleasantly, “Maybe he did at that. Name 
was Henzel. He wasn’t around when the 
dispatch boat came by for the noon check-
up. They couldn’t find him.” He shrugged. 
“Of course there’s fourteen ships in line K 
here. Maybe he’s just wandering around 
looking for souvenirs.” He rubbed a finger 
across one arched eyebrow. “They claim 
this duty’s tough on the nerves though, 
especially if you’re a wino like Henzel 
appeared to be. Maybe he stumbled into a 
snake pit and took a running dive over the 
side to get away.” He raised the other 
eyebrow. “But then a buck’s a buck, isn’t 
it, Mac?” 

Malloy’s foot fell back to the deck. He 
glared. “I’m no wino, Skipper. And there’s 
nothing wrong with my nerves.” He started 
up and the rungs rattled against the shell 
plating like wind-blown shakes on a 
deserted house. 

Lafferty watched him climb. It was a 
tough haul. Malloy was no acrobat, but he 
did all right. He looked like any one of a 
dozen watchmen that Lafferty knew, yet he 
was somehow different. There was a hard 
cool confidence in the way he handed 
himself up the ladder, and in the line of his 
jaw as his head angled upward toward the 
dim bulwarks high above him. 

Maybe too cool and confident, Lafferty 
thought. He wondered about that. Some of 
these hulks had been looted clean of 
everything that wasn’t welded down—and 
some things that were. There was Henzel 
now. For an old coot he had seemed cool 
enough, too, even if— 

 
AFFERTY shrugged. What the hell? 
The worry was the Maritime 

Commission’s. It would all come out in 
due time. Within the current fiscal year, he 
guessed, if he knew the government. 
Probably the snakes and the loneliness had 
got too rough and Henzel had taken the 
easy way. Others had done it before him. 
Yes, it was something as simple and 
explainable as that. And as for Malloy—
well, the Commission had vouched for him 
and that was that. It was no concern of 
John G. Lafferty’s. He just picked up an 
occasional job such as this and was glad to 
get it. It wasn’t much of a living really, but 
it was better than going to sea. Anything 
was better than that. He grinned. Well, 
almost anything. He guessed maybe he 
could leave the minor mysteries and the 
personnel headaches to the Commission. 
They were paid for it. He, Lafferty, wasn’t. 

He kicked the mill astern, swung wide 
to pick up the full force of the ebb boiling 
down across the Suisun shallows and 
looked back at the McComber. There was 
nothing or no one in sight. Just the 
moonlight highlighting the great rust-eaten 
scars on her battered flanks and the night 
wind sighing in what was left of her 

L
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rigging. That was all. A momentary pang 
of nostalgia hit him, seeing the old hooker 
here, left to rot out her remaining years 
with the other outcasts of the lay-up fleet. 
He had made a trip on her himself not 
much more than a year past, but already, 
though he knew she’d been warped into her 
moorings only yesterday, She had the look 
of an ageing and cast off harlot about her. 
She had been a good ship, Lafferty 
remembered, as ships went. At least no 
worse than most. 

The moment passed and he pulled the 
collar of his jacket up around his square 
neck and pointed the bow fender toward 
the lights on the railroad bridge that 
spanned the river just above Martinez. 

There were no lights on the bridge 
though, by the time he got there. There 
were just streamers of mist curling around 
the anchor piers, and the raucous blast of 
the diaphone on the middle span tearing the 
night apart. He left the horn to port and 
headed for the south shore, guided by the 
oily stench blowing off the refinery wharf 
above the public dock. A few moments 
later a neon sign on the shore made a 
bloody wound in the darkness. The sign 
said: “Tiny’s Place.” Lafferty sighed his 
relief and told himself that the government 
ought to subsidize some of these waterfront 
cafes. They made fine aids to navigation. 

He tied up, killed the engine and 
doused the running lights. After nudging a 
couple of fenders over the side he hoisted 
his stocky frame up onto the dock. Coffee 
at Tiny’s, though not good, would be hot, 
and welcome. 

 
HERE was a car parked on the far side 
of the road fronting the dock. Its lights 

were off. There were two figures in the 
front seat. The door opened as Lafferty 
started to pass and the man behind the 
wheel got out. He wore a Homberg hat and 
a tight smile. Neither one looked good on 

him. A soft felt, pulled low, would have 
done more for his eyes, but not much. They 
were small and hard, like wet pebbles on a 
tide-washed beach. The man said, “That 
your boat just come in, Joe?”  

Lafferty stopped. He’d always thought 
of Hombergs as going either with New 
York brokers or diplomats. The face 
beneath this one didn’t belong to any 
broker. Or New Yorker. It had a lump of a 
nose, flattened from an old break and as far 
as geography went it looked like Frisco, 
south of Market. ‘Way south. Butchertown 
maybe. Lafferty said, “Yep.”  

“We want to charter it, Joe.”  
“John,” Lafferty said. “It’s not a nice 

night for a boat ride.” 
“It’s as good as any. You know a 

Liberty up there in rotten row, just in from 
the Orient? Towed up there yesterday.”  

Lafferty drew in a breath, but he might 
as well hear the other say it. “The row is 
full of Liberties, Mac.”  

The man said it, his small eyes brittle. 
“The J. C. McComber. There’s fifty bucks 
in it for you.” 

“You couldn’t see your fingers in front 
of your face up there now. Nope, not for 
fifty bucks—or the crown jewels.”  

The man’s lip, what there was of it, 
curled. “What’s the matter? You chicken?” 

Lafferty said, “Just cautious. There’s a 
lot of water in Suisun, but it’s spread pretty 
thin. You miss the channel and you’ll stay 
there a while—on one of the thin spots. 
Anyway, you got to have permission. That 
area is all restricted. The Coast Guard 
keeps it that way. You got a pass from the 
Commission?”  

The man put his hand in a coat pocket 
and brought it out again. It held an 
automatic. A big one. Lafferty sighed. The 
man was no diplomat either. He’d never 
trust a Homberg hat again. 

Flat-nose said, “This is my ticket, Joe, 
and you just passed up an easy fifty. Now, 
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you’ll do it free. Turn around and get back 
to your boat.” He half turned toward the car 
and said out of the corner of his mouth, 
“C’mon, Al, we’ll—”  

The diaphone on the bridge a quarter of 
a mile upstream cut loose, drowning the 
rest of it. Lafferty didn’t wait to hear it 
repeated. He spun and clubbed downward 
at the gunman’s wrist with the edge of his 
right hand. The gun belched flame, its 
sound lost in the echo of the foghorn, and 
Lafferty let go a Sunday with his left and 
felt the knuckles rake bone beneath the 
flesh of the other’s Jaw. Flat-nose grunted 
and went down. Lafferty didn’t wait to find 
out about Al. He heard, “Le’s go, Hymie!” 
from inside the car and he ducked and ran. 
When he felt the gravel of the road 
shoulder under his feet he leaped in a long 
flat dive into the ditch beyond it. 

When he rose to his knees the car was 
already moving away, its motor an 
ascending roar and leaving the smell of 
scorched rubber behind it in the wet air. 

Lafferty walked the half block to 
Tiny’s. It was on the wrong side of the road 
for through traffic and all alone. After 
midnight now, it was empty except for 
Tiny Kimbrough and a girl sitting alone at 
one of the tables at the far end of the room. 
She was wearing slacks, Lafferty saw, a 
short camel’s hair coat, a beret and 
shadows under her eyes. Her hair was ash 
blonde, natural, and she had pale eyes, 
probably gray. Lafferty’s glance took in 
that much and went past her. Tiny’s was 
only a few miles from Camp Fitzhugh. The 
soldiers—and the girls—sometimes got 
down this far. 

Kimbrough was washing scarred 
silverware in the sink behind the counter. 
He was a huge hulk of a man, fleshy but 
still young enough so that it hadn’t gone 
too fat. He looked at Lafferty and at the dirt 
on his woolen shirt. He straightened, 
fingering suds from his enormous 

forearms. “You been taking off overland 
with that pot of yours?” 

Lafferty sat down on one of the stools, 
He tried a grin but it wasn’t much. The 
mirror facing the counter told him that. It 
told him, too, that he had an open face, 
homely, with dark eyes almost black and 
with heavy straight hair to match. He 
remembered that when he had shaved this 
morning his cheeks had been tanned and 
weathered. They were still weathered. 

He looked at the half inch of molten tar 
in the bottom of the Silex. He said, “I could 
use a drink, but I mean a drink.”  

Tiny said reproachfully, “You know I 
got no license, Johnny.” He hesitated, 
glancing at the girl. “But I got a private 
pint, and Lord knows you look like you 
need it.” He measured a couple of inches 
into a coffee cup from a bottle under the 
sink and set it on the counter. “Fog’s thick, 
huh? You have trouble coming down?”  

Lafferty lifted the drink with a hand 
that was still shaking. He said, suddenly 
weary, “Nope, all my trouble comes when 
I’m ashore, seems like. A guy ought to stay 
at sea where he belongs. You stand your 
watch, you draw your pay, No trouble, no 
nothin’. My shipping card’s still good. I 
think I’ll catch me a nice coastwise 
freighter and—”  

He stopped then, aware that the girl 
was coming toward him. He started to say, 
“I’m broke, sister,” then caught himself in 
time and really saw her for the first time. 
The slacks weren’t too tight, he noticed, 
but they was nicely filled. And there was 
nothing wrong with the shape of the 
sweater showing behind the unbuttoned 
coat. She had a nice full mouth, but the 
lipstick was thin, as if she’d been chewing 
on it. Her eyes were gray all right, he saw 
now, and flecked with amber. They looked 
tired. 

Tiny said, “This is Miss Wilson, John, 
She was waiting for you.” 
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“Me?” Lafferty set down the drink. 
The girl said, “I’m Donna Wilson.” Her 

mouth opened a little in a nice smile, not at 
all practiced. But it was expectant. 

Lafferty didn’t get it. He said, 
“Wilson?” vaguely. 

 
HE sat down on the next stool. Tiny 
Kimbrough went back to work on the 

ten-cent silverware. 
“My brother is Les Wilson. He was 

third mate on the McComber. He’s been 
with Oceanic several years. I’ve heard him 
speak of you.”  

Then Lafferty remembered. He said 
politely, “Oh, yes. A nice kid.” He grinned 
at the girl. “It seems to run in the family.” 
Then the past tense she had used hit him. 
“Was?” and he laughed immediately, at 
himself. He was getting as jumpy as some 
of the watchmen up at Suisun. Naturally 
the crew had been paid off within the last 
couple of days. A special lay-up gang took 
care of the graveyard moorings. Wilson 
would have been transferred to another ship 
by now, or more likely renewing old 
acquaintances along ‘Frisco’s Powell 
Street. Barkeeps had always been a 
seaman’s best friends. 

The girl said again, “Was, Mr. Lafferty. 
We haven’t seen him since the McComber 
docked after clearing quarantine. That was 
three days ago. Mother and I have an 
apartment together in San Francisco. He’s 
never failed to come home the first thing he 
got in. Or at least telephoned. He—” Her 
white even teeth were working on the 
lipstick again. 

Lafferty said, “He’s probably having 
himself a brannigan. It’s a long dry haul 
from Shanghai.” He hadn’t wanted to say 
it. Les Wilson, from what little he knew of 
him, wasn’t that kind of a youngster. But it 
was better than blurting out the thought that 
had first flashed to his mind. That was the 
fact that maybe Wilson, too, had met up 

with Hymie and Al, and hadn’t been so 
quick—or lucky—as John Lafferty. 

For the first time he began to wonder 
about the J. C. McComber. Maybe she 
wasn’t such a good ship after all. Maybe, 
too, Henzel hadn’t had the meemies and 
said the hell with it and jumped over the 
side. And Hymie’s interest was certainly 
more than that of a tourist. Tourists didn’t 
throw fifty-dollar bills around – along 
waterfronts, anyhow. Or try to highjack 
boats. 

The girl was talking again, the thin 
edge of fear in her voice recognizable for 
the first time. “It isn’t like Les. He knows 
mother and I worry about him. I realize it’s 
silly, but— 
Well, this proves it, doesn’t it? And he 
hadn’t been paid. He couldn’t be making 
the rounds without money. The captain 
hasn’t seen him since before the purser 
paid off the crew. Why, he hadn’t even 
packed his clothes. The Shipping 
Commissioner hasn’t heard from him, or 
the company office.” 

Lafferty fingered the cup with the 
liquor in it that he hadn’t touched. He 
tasted it now. “The cops,” he said. “The 
police would be your best bet.” 

She nodded, frowning. “I went to them. 
They said it wasn’t in their jurisdiction. It 
was a federal affair. I called the Bureau of 
Investigation. They promised to look into it 
and told me not to worry. Meantime, to fill 
out form—”  

“I know,” Lafferty interrupted. 
“Number 10472 or something. In triplicate 
and notarized. Then when the next session 
of Congress authorizes an appropriation— 
Hell!” He had a sudden thought. It wasn’t 
anything to be proud of. You didn’t have to 
be a J. Edgar Hoover to figure out that 
there was something on the McComber of 
more than casual interest, but— “What 
kind of cargo was she carrying, do you 
know?”  

S 
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“Why—why, none that I know of. She 
came home in ballast. Light, don’t you call 
it? She had engine trouble of some sort and 
the company found it was too expensive to 
repair, so they decided to lay her up for 
good. Les told us about it in an airmail 
letter from Foo Chow just before he joined 
her. 

Lafferty looked at her sharply. “Foo 
Chow? He joined her in the Orient then?”  

The girl nodded. “He was on one of the 
other company vessels. The McComber’s 
regular third had an accident or something, 
and they flew Les down just before she 
sailed. That’s not uncommon, is it?”  

Lafferty shook his head. “No, I guess 
not.” After a moment he added gently, 
“Just where do I fit into all this?” 

 
HE girl’s shoulders lifted helplessly. 
“You don’t, of course. It’s just that I 

couldn’t sit home waiting, doing nothing. 
The captain happened to mention your 
name, said you were running a boat of your 
own up here. So when I learned the 
McComber was to be tied up at Suisun I 
thought that maybe—” Her eyes were 
suddenly bright and liquid at their corners. 
“—well, I thought you might have run onto 
something.” 

Lafferty said, “No, not exactly, but—” 
He stopped then, wanting to tell her about 
his experience of a few minutes ago, yet 
dreading to see the tears that were on the 
verge of breaking. He thought, too, about 
the McComber and a young third mate who 
maybe had had temptation pushed his way. 
The ship had no cargo so it could be a little 
wholesale looting, or— He had it then. It 
was dope, of course. It couldn’t be 
anything else. Opium probably. A thing to 
tempt older men than Wilson, and wiser. 
Lafferty had seen it happen before. A 
chance for some quick and easy money. 
But something had gone wrong. Just what, 
he couldn’t guess. He— 

Tiny Kimbrough, his back toward 
them, wiping knives and forks, slowed and 
stopped and one of the pieces clattered to 
the floor. He let it lie there. Lafferty looked 
up. Tiny was staring at something in the 
mirror, his heavy jowls working 
soundlessly. Lafferty turned. 

Hymie and the other man, Al, stood in 
the doorway. Flat-nose’s little eyes were 
very bright. Al’s were expressionless. The 
unlighted cigarette dangling from his thin 
lips wasn’t. It said that he was a very 
nervous young man, or impatient, or both. 
He had a gun in his hand. 

Hymie wasn’t wearing the Homberg 
now. He was carrying it in one hand. It 
only partially hid the automatic that he was 
holding in the other. It was still as big as 
ever and it was pointed at Lafferty. 

“Hello, Slugger,” Hymie said. “You 
ready for that boat ride?”  

Lafferty felt the sweat starting below 
his hairline. He said, “You’re not playing 
this smart. I phoned the cops.”  

“He phoned the cops, Al,” Hymie said, 
but his eyes never left Lafferty. Neither did 
the muzzle of the gun. “No, Joe, you never 
phone no cops, because this two-bit 
beanery don’t have a phone. We checked 
on that before we began waiting for you. 
And we been up the road watching to see if 
anyone heard the shot. Nobody did. You 
ready?” 

Lafferty wet his lips. “There’s other 
boats along the front. They’d be glad to 
earn an honest dollar. Any kind of a dollar, 
even. Why pick on me?”  

One corner of the gunman’s mouth 
lifted. “We like you, Joe, that’s why. And 
you’re working for free. Remember? 
Besides, nobody’s seen you come in but us. 
Us and these people here. That makes it all 
very cozy. They’ll go along too. It’ll make 
a nice little party.”  

Lafferty made one last try. “Look, a 
guy’d need a crystal ball to find his way up 

T 
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there in this soup. Suppose I got lost?”  
Hymie shook his head as if he was 

reasoning with a stubborn child. “Joe,” he 
said softly, “you won’t get lost. ‘Cause the 
only chance you got of living is to find the 
McComber, quick. And that goes for Fatty 
there, and the skirt. Okay?”  

Lafferty, his hand still gripping the 
heavy mug, debated using it. It could crush 
a man’s skull if— But it was a big if, and 
he knew it was no good. He wouldn’t have 
a chance. He raised it slowly to his mouth 
instead and drained the whiskey in one 
gulp. It wasn’t the best—Tiny’s never 
was—but it tasted good, the way anything 
will when you know it’s going to be your 
last for a long time. Maybe a very long 
time. He got to his feet. “Okay,” he said. 

“Now, that’s my boy,” Hymie told Al 
admiringly and he stepped forward and 
wiped the barrel of the automatic along 
Lafferty’s jaw in a short vicious swipe. 
Lafferty stumbled backward but didn’t go 
down. He felt blood, warm and wet, 
coursing down his neck where the front 
sight of the gun had laid his cheek wide 
open. He heard the girl draw in her breath 
sharply and Tiny’s muttered curses. He 
stood there, staring dumbly at the gunman, 
his fingers brushing unbelievingly at the 
welling blood. 

Hymie touched his fingertips to the 
bruise purpling his own jaw where 
Lafferty’s fist had landed a half hour 
earlier. He said, “In the second round, 
Slugger, you don’t look so good.” He held 
the door open and motioned with the gun 
toward the damp void of blackness outside. 
Kimbrough went first, mumbling to 
himself and shrugging on a coat over his 
apron. The girl followed, quiet and wide-
eyed, and then Lafferty. 

The launch was still waiting where he 
had left it. He had found himself hoping 
that the surge from some passing vessel 
might have torn it loose, leaving it to drift 

away on the tide. The loss, he thought 
grimly, wouldn’t have been too hard to 
bear, but it didn’t look as if this was his 
lucky night. 

 
E ROLLED the engine over and it 
came to life with a dry rattle of 

tappets in need of adjustment. It would, 
Lafferty thought, recalling the times when 
it had taken everything short of a major 
overhaul to get it started. He looked up to 
find the girl’s eyes on his own. She was 
working on her lower lip again, but she 
tried a smile. It wasn’t too good. He found 
himself thinking he’d like to see that smile 
sometime when she didn’t have to work on 
it so hard. It appeared now as if he’d have 
to wait. 

Kimbrough and Al were on the dock, 
ready to cast off the lines. Al bent over to 
lift the bight off a bollard and it must have 
looked like opportunity with brass knuckles 
to Tiny. He clubbed downward with his 
huge fist, catching the little man where his 
head joined the neck. Al collapsed like his 
legs had been scythed out from under him. 
Tiny fell after him, scrambling and groping 
like a clumsy bear, trying to get his fingers 
on that scrawny neck. The gunman was 
fast, even with the rubber in his knees. As 
he went down he was twisting, rolling, 
cursing, fumbling the gun out of his pocket. 

Lafferty heard himself crying a warning 
and then there was a jet of flame in the 
mists, a rocking blast and the smell of 
burning powder. Tiny half turned toward 
the boat, his round eyes wide and the 
layered fat of his jaws quivering. Al fired 
again, coldly and deliberately. Tiny took a 
step, tried another and stumbled and 
sprawled to the rough planking of the 
wharf. A dark stain that hadn’t been there 
before, was spreading across his soiled 
apron. 

Lafferty had one foot on the rail, his 
legs gathered under him, when Hymie said 

H
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behind me, “Unh-uh, Joe!” and he knew 
without looking that the other’s gun was 
backing up the order. 

Al got to his feet, swiveling his head 
and rubbing the back of his neck. His knees 
were still liquid. He looked down at the 
cafe owner, then at Hymie. Nobody said 
anything, but Lafferty could almost feel 
Hymie’s nod. Then Al rolled Kimbrough 
over once toward the edge of the dock. He 
hooked both hands in the big man’s belt 
and lifter him over the stringerpiece and let 
him drop. There was a muffled splash like 
a sodden rope fender cut adrift as the body 
hit the water. There was silence then, 
except for the sullen complaint of the 
engine and the mournful dirge of the horn 
on the bridge’s center span. 

Lafferty sat down abruptly and twisted 
himself toward the rail. He knew he was 
going to be suddenly and violently sick. 
Vaguely, from inside the covered cockpit, 
he could hear the girl’s uncontrolled 
convulsive sobbing. 

After a while Hymie said, “No more 
Flash Gordon stuff, Joe. I don’t like 
interruptions. Now get this stinkpot 
moving.”  

Lafferty said viciously, “Friend, along 
about now you couldn’t keep me from it!” 
but he said it to himself. He got up and 
went into the tiny pilothouse and put the 
boat in a tight circle, straightening finally 
for the diaphone on the bridge. 

Hymie watched every move carefully. 
“Just in case,” he told Lafferty, “you don’t 
come back with us, I want to know how to 
run this bucket.” 

 
ITH the horn abeam to starboard, 
Lafferty swung left and cut his 

speed, feeling his way upbay for the first of 
the mooring buoys. The tide, he knew, was 
nearing maximum flood. It would be 
setting them crabwise toward the shoals, so 
a compass course wouldn’t do them much 

good. He alerted all his sense for whatever 
might turn up ahead, then settled back to 
try and make sense out of the whole screwy 
mess. 

Now that he had time to think it over, 
the opium business didn’t sound too 
logical. That was a thing that went with 
Charlie Chan movies and comic books. 
There was still a traffic in dope of course, 
but the Customs knew pretty well what was 
going on. They didn’t miss much and the 
little that did get through was just that—
little. Stuff, usually, that could come ashore 
taped to a man’s leg for instance, or under 
his arm. If there was dope on the 
McComber, there was no reason it couldn’t 
have been got ashore before this. 

The looting theory didn’t stand up too 
well either. The ships were pretty well 
stripped before they were sent up the 
graveyard. Anything of value left aboard 
was mostly machinery and fittings, heavy 
stuff and bulky. It could be handled, of 
course, given time, good planning and 
proper equipment, but it was certainly 
nothing that a couple of gunsels could hope 
to lift in an evening’s work, especially with 
a small launch the size of this one. 

Then there was the Henzel angle. Was 
the old watchman just a Howard Street 
wino out to sober up the hard way and at 
the same time pick up a few easy bucks, or 
was he in this caper with Al and Hymie? 
And there was Malloy, too. Lafferty 
dismissed him quickly. The Commission 
had okayed him, and after all they’d be 
certain to check on a man’s past record to 
some extent at least. No, he was just a big 
surly Irishman, too lazy to work and to 
dumb to be scared. 

And young Wilson. If the dope theory 
was out, where did he fit in? Lafferty shook 
his head. It was a puzzle, all right. He 
hoped he’d be around to read the answers 
in the papers tomorrow or the next day. 
Instead, it looked as if somebody else was 
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going to be reading the headlines. 
Something like: “Local Boatman and 
Unidentified Girl Found Dead In Bay.” 

 
 FREIGHT train rumbled over the 
bridge half a mile or so astern, cutting 

in on his thoughts. It brought with it the 
faint odor of exhausted Diesel oil. Even 
that smelled good to Lafferty. When it had 
passed, there was the muted burble of tide 
against metal from up ahead. Lafferty cut 
the engine, listening and straining his eyes, 
trying to locate the sound. He saw it then, 
the black nun buoy close aboard, and 
beyond it the first tier of vessels, a dozen or 
more lashed side by side, looming out of 
the fog like a mountain range at moonrise. 
For the first time this day he knew he had 
been lucky. The rest was just a matter of 
following the line of outboard ships 
northward till they came to line K. He 
opened the throttle a notch. 

Something hard pressed against his 
spine and Hymie said, “No funny business, 
Joe. If there’s a watchman aboard, I’ll do 
the talking.” He didn’t sound as if he 
expected a watchman. 

Lafferty was getting tired of being 
prodded with a gun, but he said, “Silent 
John, that’s me.” It wasn’t much of a crack, 
but it was the best he could do. He 
concentrated on finding the McComber.  

It was there, all right. It hadn’t gone 
anyplace. And Hymie was right. There 
wasn’t any watchman. At least no one 
challenged them as they pulled in alongside 
the ladder. Lafferty thought again about 
Malloy. Probably the Irishman was flaked 
out on the skipper’s settee, asleep. 
Providing, that is, he wasn’t in this thing 
with the gunmen. The Commission, 
Lafferty thought bitterly, ought to boost the 
going wage a buck or two and hire 
somebody who could stay honest, awake or 
sober. All three qualities would be even 
better. 

There were lines, fore and aft of the 
ladder, hanging from the freighter’s rail. 
Lafferty tied up, got a flashlight and a 
wrench from a drawer and opened the 
hatch over the engine. “She isn’t hitting 
right,” he told Hymie. A couple of well-
aimed blows from the wrench, he knew, 
would fix the engine proper. Proper, so that 
the gunmen could never get it started when 
the time came to leave. 

Hymie said, “She’s hitting swell, I like 
it that way. Get away from it.”  

Lafferty shrugged and pocketed the 
flashlight. He went forward and kicked one 
of the launch’s mooring lines over the side, 
letting it trail aft in the current. “Something 
to grab at,” he said, “in case you have to 
leave in a hurry and you miss the rail on 
the way down.” 

“Nobody’s in a hurry. We got the rest 
of the night. What we’re after, won’t take 
long. Providing we get your help, that is. 
You will help us, won’t you, Joe?” He 
winked at Al. “Joe is a smart boy—I think. 
He will help us.” He jerked his chin at the 
ladder and Al started up. 

Hymie turned to the girl. “You’re next, 
sister.”  

She looked at the ladder, then at 
Lafferty. He wished he could do something 
about that look, but he knew he couldn’t. 
Not yet, anyway. He said, “It’s not as bad 
as it looks. Keep your body flat against it 
and take one step at a time. Don’t look 
down.”  

She put a tentative foot on a rung, 
waited for it to steady and started the 
climb. Lafferty watched her disappear over 
the rail finally, then Al’s face—and his 
gun—appeared over the bulkwarks above 
them. 

“All right, Slugger,” Hymie said. 
Lafferty followed the girl, the gunman 

close on his heels. Once, halfway up, he 
thought about letting himself slide 
backward and chancing a kick at Hymie’s 

A 



SHORT STORIES 10

head. It might do, but it could work both 
ways. Al could pick him off like a crow on 
a dead limb. That would leave the girl 
alone, and actually solve nothing—except 
for Hymie and himself. It looked like a 
poor solution. He kept on putting one foot 
after the other. 

When they were all on deck, Hymie 
nodded toward an open doorway, yawning 
black against the gray steel of the 
deckhouse. “You first, Joe. We’ll talk 
things over. The third mate’s quarters are 
on the next deck, second door up the 
alleyway. That’ll do for a start.” 

 
AFFERTY switched on his flashlight 
and stepped over the weatherboard. 

The passageway was already damp and 
musty and his heels clanged hollowly on 
the steel deck, pacing the hammering of his 
heart. The whole miserable business beat 
him. Up till now he had supposed that he 
and the girl were just along for the ride. He 
had had a boat and the gunmen wanted to 
use it. He, Lafferty, was just part of the 
equipment. Now, he had his doubts. There 
was something else behind Hymie’s 
selection, something personal that— It hit 
him then, abruptly and clearly. They had 
learned someplace that he had made a trip 
on the McComber at one time. They 
believed he had some knowledge that 
would help them in whatever they were 
looking for. He couldn’t imagine what it 
was, but— 

He was at the door of the third mate’s’ 
room then and he stooped. The door was 
open. The opaque light of the fog-veiled 
moon washed through a porthole. It didn’t 
show much. The flashlight did better. The 
beam picked up the details one by one. The 
place was a shambles. The desk, ordinarily 
bolted to the deck, had been uprooted. A 
filing cabinet had been overturned, its 
drawers scattered amongst a litter of 
papers. The linen locker was hanging from 

one hinge, its plywood walls axed in. Even 
the oak bunk frame had been ripped apart 
and the mattress was a lumpy heap in a 
corner and— 

That’s when the light in his hand 
wavered, felt slowly to his side, raised 
again almost against his will and steadied. 
The heap wasn’t the mattress after all. It 
was Henzel. The watchman was lying on 
his side, his knees doubled under him and 
lying very still. His faded eyes were wide 
and staring and unseeing. He was dead. 

Lafferty heard the girl behind him draw 
in a great sobbing breath. He put a hand on 
the door coaming to steady himself and felt 
the warmth of her body pressing against it. 
Another time he knew he would have liked 
it. Now, he looked at what had been 
Henzel. There was nothing mysterious 
about the cause of his death. No plastic 
daggers, no breath of strange oriental 
poisons, no minute puncture wounds. Just a 
bullet hole in the head over one eye, and a 
winding rivulet of dried blood across the 
deck plates. Very simple and very messy. 
Lafferty shuddered.  

Hymie made the sound in his throat that 
passed for a laugh. He said, “Nasty, but 
necessary. He got in our way. Don’t make 
the same mistake, Joe. Get inside.” He 
went over and switched on one of the battle 
lanterns bracketed on the bulkhead. The 
batteries were old and the dim light didn’t 
nuke things look any better. 

Hymie hooked one leg over the 
capsized desk, letting the gun hang loosely 
in his fist. “Now, Joe, let’s suppose you 
were a Customs man looking for 
contraband. Where would you start?”  

Lafferty said, “What contraband?”  
“I’m asking the questions, Joe. Where 

would you look?” 
 
AFFERTY let his eyes take in the 
details of the wrecked room. He tried 

to avoid looking at Henzel. “If you’ve done 

L 
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this well everywhere, I don’t see how you 
could miss much.” 

Hymie walked forward deliberately and 
smashed his fist across Lafferty’s mouth. 
“That’s only the beginning, Slugger;’ he 
said softly. “You know these Liberties. 
Especially this one. Now start talking, if 
you want to keep your teeth. Where would 
a guy—a third mate, say—hide something 
that he didn’t want anybody to find? You 
know any false bulkheads or something?”  

Lafferty licked at the blood starting 
from one corner of his mouth and waited 
for his eyes to come back into focus. He 
said nothing. It wouldn’t do any good. He 
didn’t know of any false bulkheads on the 
McComber. Or any other Liberty, for that 
matter. 

Hymie drew back his fist again. 
Lafferty said, setting himself, “You’re 
wasting your time. These are steel ships, all 
steel. It would take a gang of shipfitters and 
a welding crew to plant any phony 
compartments. Anyhow, I don’t know 
anything about it. And a guy can take a lot 
of punishment when he doesn’t know 
anything.”  

The gunman’s lip curled. “That’s what 
that young punk Wilson said, until—” The 
girl’s cry stopped him. She twisted away 
from Al and started for Hymie, her hands 
curling into impotent fists. There was color 
in her cheeks now, and a savage brightness 
in her eyes. “You— you filthy murdering 
dock rat! You—”  

Al reached out and grabbed her wrist 
and jerked her backward. Her shoulders 
landed squarely against the bulkhead, 
knocking the breath out of her. She stood 
there, hands flat against the paneling, 
moaning softly, staring at the gunman. 

Lafferty felt the skin crawling over his 
knuckles, tightening, and he bunched his 
thigh muscles, suddenly eager to get it over 
with. 

Hymie pushed his gun forward, 
jamming the muzzle into Lafferty’s belly. 
“Don’t try it, Slugger!” He put the heel of 
his free hand under Lafferty’s chin and 
shoved. Lafferty staggered backward, 
nearly falling as one of the desk drawers 
tangled his feet. 

 
HEN Hymie was talking again, 
addressing Lafferty, but looking at the 

girl. His eyes were half shut, his lips thin 
and pale. “So that’s the way it is?” He 
nodded to himself. “I should’ve guessed it. 
Al, I’m slipping. Joe here is right. A man, 
when he puts his mind to it, can take a lot 
of beating, Dames, as I remember, don’t do 
so good.” He stepped to one side of the 
door, his back against the jamb. “Take her 
into the next room. We’ll see how much 
she can take—or Joe here, when he listens 
to it.”  

Another voice, outside in the alleyway, 
said evenly, “Don’t anybody move,” and 
Malloy stood in the doorway. He still 
looked tired and a little stooped like a clerk 
after a bargain sale, but his voice was flat 
and crisp and businesslike. His left hand, 
steady, unshaking, palmed a leather case. It 
was open, velvet lined, and framed a gold 
shield gleaming dully in the half light. It 
was beautiful. His other hand held 
something uglier, but even more 
convincing. It was his service revolver, 
short-barreled, though Lafferty couldn’t be 
sure, because the muzzle was buried, 
pressing hard into Hymie’s kidney.  

“Federal agent,” Malloy said. “Just 
drop the guns where you stand.”  

Hymie let out his breath. The automatic 
dropped to the littered deck. Lafferty 
picked it up. Al, his mouth comers 
twitching, didn’t move.  

Lafferty looked at Malloy. The federal 
man nodded.  

“Okay, Skipper.”  

T
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Lafferty went over to Al. The little man 
seemed paralyzed. He still clung to the gun. 
Lafferty slapped him once, open-handed 
and hard, across the face. Remembering 
Tiny Kimbrough, it was a pleasure. The 
gun clattered to the deck. Lafferty put it in 
his hip pocket. 

Malloy said, “Now, we’ll tie up some 
loose ends.” His eyes flicked over the 
huddled heap in the corner, and then to the 
girl standing unmoving against the 
bulkhead except for a faint trembling of her 
lower lip. “Maybe the next cabin would be 
better,” he said gruffly. “After you, 
Hymie.”  

The second mate’s room was in better 
shape, though not much. Malloy took his 
place near the doorway and said to 
Lafferty, “Start at the beginning, Skipper. 
From where you dropped me off here.”  

Lafferty told him. When he had 
finished, Malloy grimaced. “Well, it’s 
worked out all right, I guess. Except for 
Kimbrough. Henzel got it yesterday when 
these loogans were up here tearing things 
apart. We didn’t expect them back. 
Anyway, it’s hurried things up a little. 
There’s an All Points out for them, of 
course, but we might have been a week 
picking them up. We were slow getting on 
this.”  

Lafferty found himself saying coldly, 
“Why were you slow getting on it? Miss 
Wilson here told you about her brother two 
days ago.”  

Malloy looked at him. He said mildly, 
“That’s when we got on it, but we didn’t 
tell Miss Wilson that.” His eyes met the 
girl’s. “Women have a way of talking when 
they’re worried. To the papers, say—or 
even work-boat skippers. And the Bureau 
isn’t clairvoyant. We didn’t tie in this other 
stuff with Wilson right away.”  

Lafferty thought about his dope theory. 
“What other stuff?”  

“Money. A quarter of a million dollars’ 

worth. U. S. currency. Twenties and fifties 
mostly. Phony, but plenty splendable. 
Somebody on the China coast with time on 
his hand and an artist’s touch has been 
turning it out like it was newsprint. Except 
for the serial numbers, it’s so good it takes 
a treasury man to spot it. We were tipped 
off it was on its way, but we didn’t know 
how or when. We’ve been burning the air 
between here and Shanghai. All we can 
find out is that a ship’s officer named 
Wilson was herding it in. That adds up to 
the McComber. And that’s why I’m here. 
To find the counterfeit—and Wilson.”  

The girl said icily, “Mr. Malloy, if you 
think Les—”  

Malloy stopped her. 
“Lady, we don’t think anything. All we 

believe is evidence. That’s what I’m out to 
get.”  

“Then—then you haven’t found—”  
The federal man shook his head. “Not 

yet. Neither the money, or your brother.” 
He smiled bleakly, looking at the two 
gunmen standing silently against the far 
bulkhead. “We’ve had a lot of 
interruptions, but it’ll all come out. And 
now’s as good a time as any. You want to 
tell us, Hymie?”  

Hymie said, “Any yodeling I do, will 
be to a lawyer.”  

Malloy nodded. “Or to the boys in the 
back room of the Federal Building. They’ll 
be younger men than me, Hymie. And 
stronger.”  

Hymie’s eyes, bright, went blank. He 
tried his smile again. It came out a sneer. 
“Oke. It’ll wait.”  

Lafferty, watching those eyes, 
wondered. Then he had it, and for the first 
time in hours he felt better. Les Wilson was 
alive. He was sure of it now. Alive, and a 
vital figure in this mess, even as Malloy 
had said. Just how deep he was in it, 
Lafferty didn’t know, but that was what 
was behind Hymie’s seeming willingness 
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to let things ride. It made sense. Given a 
few days—or even less, if he was hurt—
and the youngster wouldn’t be alive to tell 
what he knew. And guilty or not, he 
deserved a chance to tell his side of it. 
Running queer money wasn’t murder. A 
man shouldn’t have to die to pay for a thing 
like that. 

Lafferty took a deep breath. He said, 
“No, it won’t wait, Hymie.” He faced 
Malloy. “This is as good as the back room 
at the Federal Building. And I’m young 
enough and strong enough.” He handed 
over Hymie’s gun, motioning the others 
toward the alleyway. “Shut the door when 
you go out.” He rolled up his sleeves. The 
others moved out into the passageway, 
leaving Hymie and himself alone. 

Malloy said as he closed the door, 
“Skipper, this is irregular as all hell. I hope 
I’m not making a mistake.”  

Lafferty found a small grin. “You’re 
not. You’re not even witnessing this. And 
only one of us will come out of here 
walking. If it’s Hymie, you can still sweat 
it out of him later.” He shrugged. “If it’s 
me— Well, we’ll be a few hours, or days, 
ahead. I’ll guarantee it.”  

The door latch clicked. Lafferty put his 
back against the panel. He said, “Round 
three— Slugger. I figure on doing better in 
this one. Where’s Wilson?”  

Hymie looked at his fingernails. “Dead, 
wise guy. He’ll be bumping the pilings 
somewhere along the Embarcadero by this 
time.”  

Lafferty shook his head. “That 
wouldn’t be hard to believe, knowing you. 
If you didn’t need him, that is. But you do, 
so he’s still alive. Where is he?”  

Hymie breathed on his fingernails 
delicately. He said nothing. Lafferty 
stepped forward and hooked a left hand to 
the other’s face. The sound rang through 
the small room like the flat of an oar 
striking water. The blow landed on the 

cheekbone and Hymie’s head jerked and he 
sat down. His mouth was open a little now, 
and round. His head moved from side to 
side almost imperceptibly. He said, “Joe, 
that was a mistake. I shot Henzel, so what 
can I lose? I’m going to kill you.”  

Lafferty watched him get to his feet, 
not knowing why, for he sensed suddenly 
that maybe the gunman was right. There 
was power in that muscled body, and a cold 
judgment behind the little eyes that 
Lafferty knew somehow would never 
panic. For the first time, too, he realized 
that the other’s broken nose had the look of 
prolonged and practiced beatings about it. 
Hymie had never got that by misjudging a 
ping pong ball. Nor was the quick shuffle 
of his feet as he moved forward ever 
learned in a ballroom. It spoke of resin and 
sweat and blood spattered canvas. 

Lafferty came to life and jabbed 
hurriedly with a left that missed, then 
crossed his other hand with all the weight 
of his stocky body behind it. The blow 
grazed the short hair above the gunman’s 
ear, and Hymie laughed. Lafferty had heard 
pleasanter sounds in the sick bay of a dive-
bombed Liberty. 

And then Hymie was on him, throwing 
short sledging punches with both hands, 
none of them missing. Lafferty felt his 
mouth pulping over broken teeth and his 
head snapping backward as if his neck has 
broken. He tasted the salt blood gagging in 
his throat and then he was down, rolling 
and trying to cover up with knees and arms. 
It was as quick as that. Hymie stepped 
back, his small eyes gleaming, and aimed a 
kick at Lafferty’s head. Lafferty rolled to 
one elbow, desperately, and got a knee 
under him and the kick drove into his side 
just below the ribs. He heard the breath go 
out of him in one great sobbing gasp and 
felt the stabbing agony above the point of 
his hip. He grabbed blindly, his fingers 
closed on cloth and he hung on, letting his 
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weight drag the other downward. He kept 
his face buried in Hymie’s stomach, 
waiting for the pain to pass. 

Hymie hacked at him with both hands 
to the side of the head, but the punches, 
short, lacked the power of full range blows. 
Fighting to hold consciousness, Lafferty 
dragged his other knee under him, felt 
Hymie’s breath, hot and moist, on his neck 
and then he brought his head upward 
sharply under the gunman’s chin. Hymie 
groaned and staggered backward. 

Lafferty clawed his way to his feet and 
followed, almost falling, but lashing out 
with wild, slugging blows that landed 
solidly. Hymie sagged, unable to raise his 
hands and Lafferty rocked him again, a 
solid smashing punch to the side of the jaw. 
It knocked the gunman backward and his 
head bounced off the edge of the washstand 
with a sound like hickory meeting 
horsehide. He lay where he fell, not 
moving. 

Lafferty put both hands on the desk, his 
legs spread wide, swaying on his feet and 
drawing in deep aching breaths. Slowly his 
strength came back. He pulled Hymie to a 
sitting position, propping him against the 
bulkhead. Hymie’s eyes opened, rolling 
wildly in his bloody face. 

 
AFFERTY said, “Where’s Wilson?” 
The gunman’s eyes steadied, looking 

up at him, then he gestured upward with an 
extended finger of his clenched hand. 
Lafferty sighed and made himself think of 
Henzel and Tiny Kimbrough and a girl’s 
gray eyes near to tears. He threw a short 
slashing blow flush to the already flattened 
nose. He felt cartilage break under his 
knuckles and saw blood welling downward 
from the wide nostrils. 

“Wilson, Hymie,” he said, “or this is 
only the beginning. I promise you.” He 
drew back his fist again. 

Hymie wiped the back of his hand 
across his lip and looked at the blood that 
came away. His eyes raised slowly to 
Lafferty’s and he started to speak. Then his 
head began shaking uncontrollably. He 
swallowed and said, almost whispering, 
“The Moorland. She’s the third ship over. 
In the armed guard’s quarters.” Lafferty 
wiped his face with the tail of his shirt and 
went out into the alleyway. He was glad it 
was dark. He must have been a sight. 

The girl spoke first and she said a 
funny thing. “Are you all right?” Lafferty 
didn’t get it. Not right then. It didn’t come 
to him till later. Now he said, “Yes, your 
brother’s okay, but he may not be pretty to 
look at. You’d better stay here.” He took 
Al’s gun out of his pocket and gave it to 
her. He turned to Malloy. “Put Al in with 
Hymie and lock the door. There’ll be a key 
on the rack in the Old Man’s room. Let 
Donna stay here in case they try to crash 
the door. We’ll look in on Wilson.”  

They crossed to the Moorland, 
climbing over the low bulwarks of the two 
intervening ships. The gunner’s fo’c’s’le 
was locked, but there were sound from 
inside. Like a hurt animal. Malloy put the 
muzzle of his revolver against the lock and 
pulled the trigger. 

They found Wilson lying face down on 
the bare springs of one of the bunks. He 
hadn’t even raised his head at the rocking 
reverberation of the shot. He seemed to be 
past caring. In the cone of the flashlight, 
Lafferty saw that his back was a mass of 
festering welts. A length of three-inch 
manila rope lay on the deck beside him. 
The fibers were dry with clotted blood. 
Lafferty said, “Les,” gently. 

When he saw it wasn’t Hymie, the 
youngster sat up. His face wasn’t much 
better than his back. It was just a swollen, 
bloody mask, but his eyes were alive. They 
were gray like his sister’s Lafferty saw, and 

L 
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bright now with the relief and the gladness 
of seeing them here. 

Malloy showed his badge and set his 
flashlight base down on the table. He said 
shortly, “Tell us about it.” 

 
AFFERTY looked around the room. It 
was bare. He said to Malloy, “It 

doesn’t look like he’s had anything to eat 
or drink for a long time. Let’s get him out 
of here.”  

Wilson said wearily, “That’ll wait. I 
don’t feel like eating. Where’s the guy with 
the nose?”  

Lafferty said, “He don’t feel like eating 
either. How long’ve you been here?”  

“Since the lay-up gang left yesterday. 
Before that they had me in the paint locker 
on the McComber—after the Customs had 
gone through it, that is. I was gagged and 
tied up.” He shuddered. “It wasn’t nice. 
Broken-nose and another guy boarded with 
the shore gang. They came right to my 
room and got me.”  

Malloy said sharply, “Then what was 
the idea of all this? A highjack, or were you 
rigging a double-cross on your friends on 
the China coast? Why didn’t you show 
Hymie where the queer was stashed?”  

Wilson ran his tongue along his caked 
lips. He shook his head slowly. “Mister, am 
I going to have trouble with you too? I 
don’t know anything about the money, 
except what I learned from the hoods who 
tried to beat it out of me. They thought I 
was lying or holding out. I wasn’t, so help 
me, but they wouldn’t believe the truth.”  

“I will,” Malloy said, “if it is the truth. 
“Keep talking.”  

Wilson looked up at him. “All I know 
is what I can piece together. I relieved the 
McComber’s regular third in Shanghai—in 
a hurry. He had fallen from a ‘tweendecks 
ladder into the lower hold. It broke his 
neck. He was dead before they got to him. 
Evidently he was the in-between man in 

this money running business. The 
McComber was singled up and ready to go 
when I went aboard and the way it looks, 
the big shot in Shanghai never even knew 
the other mate didn’t sail. I suppose that’s 
why the jokers on this end of the line didn’t 
know of the last minute change. A lot of 
people die in China every day and the press 
coverage on obituaries isn’t as complete as 
it is here.”  

He paused, smiling faintly. “The man 
whose place I took was named Wilton. 
Close enough, I guess, for broken-nose and 
his pals—and you—to think I was him, and 
that I was holding out.”  

Malloy was silent. After a moment he 
said thoughtfully, “It sounds logical 
enough, but—”  

Lafferty said, “There aren’t any buts. 
Get the forked lightning boys to burning 
some more air between here and Shanghai. 
They can check on that Wilton lad easily 
enough.” 

“I wasn’t thinking of that,” Malloy said 
slowly. “That’ll come all right. I’m way 
ahead of you. What I had in mind was the 
money. Without it we haven’t got a case. 
On Hymie and Al, yes. Murder is 
something that even a jury can understand, 
but this thing goes farther than that. It’s 
big. There’s an organization behind it. 
With proper evidence we’d see that they 
got the book.”  

Something rang a bell in Lafferty’s 
head. He stared at Malloy. 

“Where have you searched for this 
stuff?”  

The federal man looked at him 
disgustedly. “Where haven’t we looked! 
Between me and Hymie and Henzel and 
the Customs we’ve torn that hooker apart. 
There’s not a phony bulkhead or false 
compartment in the ship. She’s as sound as 
the day she left the yard.”  

Lafferty started for the door. “I’ve gone 
to see for quite a while. I could be wrong, 

L 
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but I’ve got a hunch. I’ll meet you on the 
McComber.”  

He went out on deck and retraced his 
steps back to the freighter, then made his 
way down the alleyway to the crew’s 
fo’c’s’le. The flashlight showed him that it 
was an unholy mess like everything else, 
but nothing much had been torn apart. 
There really wasn’t much to tear apart. 
Maybe that was why it had been all but 
overlooked. It was just a steel-sided room, 
fairly big, with double-decked pipe berths 
and a half dozen metal lockers against the 
wall. The lockers had been torn open all 
right, revealing a lot of bent and broken 
clothes hangers, but the mess itself was of 
the crew’s own doing. 

The deck was littered with trash, like a 
dozen other ships that Lafferty had seen 
after the crew was paid off. There were 
torn magazines, cigarette butts, clothing 
dirty and beyond repair, and an occasional 
discarded shoe or washdown boot. A sour 
smell of sweat, old socks and spilled beer 
hung over everything. 

And in one corner, wedged under a 
bunk and festooned with a pair of paint-
stained dungarees, was the wooden box 
that Lafferty was looking for. It was 
identical with those in the dozen other 
fo’c’s’les that he remembered. It was 
scarred, unpainted, inconspicuous, and 
from the looks of the rusty ten-cent lock 
that held it closed, never opened. Lafferty 
grinned, recognizing the traditional book 
box put aboard merchant ships by the 
Seaman’s Institute. 

The custom, as Lafferty remembered, 
went back to sometime around the turn of 
the century. So did the books. It contained, 
he knew, the customary library contributed 
by well-meaning but naive elderly ladies 
the country over. There would be Black 
Beauty, The Little Shepherd Of Kingdom 
Come, and Rev. Adams’ Book Of Selected 
Psalms. 

He kicked the wedging away, bent 
down and pulled the box to him. He 
noticed with interest that the lock wasn’t as 
rusted as it deserved to be. He picked up 
one of the broken toed shoes lying on the 
deck and hit the lock sharply with the heel. 
The hasp fell away. He lifted the lid. The 
titles, he saw, ran true to tradition, names 
that would properly discourage the idly 
curious from further interest. 

He reached for a mildewed, cockroach-
eaten copy of Peggy and Her Pals. His 
hand was trembling a little and the cover all 
but crumbled in his grasp. It did, a second 
later, as he saw what lay beneath it. The 
money was there, packed solidly. There 
was nothing old or musty about it. It was 
crisp, new and very sinful with nothing of 
the past century about it. The elderly ladies 
would have been shocked. 

Lafferty had never seen that much 
money in his life, even phony money. He 
picked up one of the bundles. That’s when 
he heard the racket on deck. There was the 
clatter of ladder rungs against the hull, a 
shouted order and the launch’s engine 
coughing reluctantly, followed by the 
muffled explosion of two shots fired in 
rapid succession. Lafferty made for the 
door in great leaping strides. 

He found Malloy leaning over the rail, 
peering into the darkness. The girl and 
young Wilson stood behind him. Nobody 
was saying much, except Malloy who was 
cursing softly and bitterly to himself. His 
face held a look of pained disgust and his 
gun was leveled uncertainly, searching for 
a target. There wasn’t any. Lafferty didn’t 
have to be told that the two gunmen were 
on their way. 

To the east the night was lessening, 
bringing with it the unreal light of false 
dawn, but there was still the blank 
backdrop of fog sealing off visibility at not 
more than a hundred yards away. The only 
sound was the unsure rhythm of the engine 



MURDER IN THE MOTHBALL FLEET 17

in the near distance, laboring unnaturally. It 
stopped then, suddenly and decisively, and 
then there was silence. Lafferty smiled. 

Malloy didn’t. He said, “What a couple 
of chumps! Who’d have thought they could 
squeeze through a porthole?”  

“I should have thought of it,” Lafferty 
admitted. “They’ve been made big enough 
on these Liberties to let a man escape in 
case of trouble at sea. But I did remember 
something else.” He told Malloy about the 
money. 

Malloy said, “That’s good.” He added 
quickly, “But losing those hooligans isn’t. 
They’ll be long gone—and with a fine 
start. They’ll be tough to pick up by the 
time we get the word out.”  

“No,” Lafferty said, “you’re wrong. 
They’re high and dry by this time, on the 
mud flats up the bay. They’ve got no 
engine now. I left a line hanging over the 
side, where it couldn’t fail to foul the 
screw. By this time it’ll be wrapped around 
the wheel tighter’n a—” He smiled. “Well, 
plenty tight. It’d take a drydocking job to 
clear it.”  

Malloy didn’t look convinced. “I hope 
you’re right, Skipper, but I’ve seen this bay 
on clear days. You can see the shore birds 
swimming for miles in any direction.” 

 
AFFERTY’S grin broadened. With his 
pulped mouth it hurt, but it was worth 

it. He said, “They weren’t swimming. They 
were walking. The water’s that thin. And 
the tide’ll be ebbing any time now. That 
will keep Hymie and Al up there for 
another twelve hours anyway. Long 
enough for the Coast Guard to pick them 
up. They patrol this area twice a day.” He 

looked up at the sky. There were patches of 
pale gray showing against the darkness. 
“This will break in an hour or two. It’ll be a 
cinch for the boys in blue. Like picking off 
sitting ducks in a tar barrel.”  

Malloy said again, “I hope you’re right, 
but—”  

His answer came from far down the bay 
where a patrol boat’s siren was sending a 
probing finger of sound through the 
thinning fog. It grew steadily louder. The 
sound was very welcome to John Lafferty. 
It had been a night. But it was nearly over 
now and it had helped to change his mind 
about a couple of things. . 

Thinking about it, he turned to the girl, 
standing in the shelter of the deckhouse, 
talking in a low voice to her brother. “I’ve 
been wrong about a thing or two,” he told 
her. 

She looked at him, then at Malloy. 
“About the government men, you mean?”  

He nodded. “That, and about a trip I 
was going to take. Life ashore has its good 
points. I was thinking of making it a 
permanent way of life. Maybe we could get 
together some time and talk it over. Not too 
soon, of course. Tonight, say, over drinks 
and dinner.” 

This time she smiled without having to 
work on it at all. Lafferty had known all 
along that he was going to like it that way. 
He did. Then she looked at his broken 
mouth and said doubtfully, “Well, I don’t 
know about—”  

Lafferty grinned. He said, “Well, 
anyway I’ll enjoy the drinks.” He almost 
added, “—and the company,” but he didn’t. 
That could wait till later. 
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