Excerpt from Linchpin

Chapter 4


The phone rang and Tom Secomb picked it up.  


"Tom, Bruce here at McDermott Corporation. One of our tugs collided with a heavily loaded barge. Gouged a hole big enough to drive a jeep through. Sucker sank before anyone could get off. Three men.


"I'll send a chopper over if you and Clint can handle it."


"Okay.  We'll have the scuba stuff ready."


Fifteen minutes later in a chopper, Tom, Clint Garrison, and the pilot talked loudly through headsets over the turbine whine and the thump, thump, thump of the rotors. Tom felt the helicopter vibrate and rattle as if it were going to shake apart in unison with the rotor blades. He sweltered in his wetsuit.


"How well did they get to mark the site?" Tom asked.


The pilot answered, "Chopper was there within minutes of the distress call. Found an inflatable raft. Dropped buoys with anchors at two points. Then they determined the currents and dropped two more up-current to make a square pattern.  Radioed in the grid square. Figure the tug's near the middle of the pattern."


"How soon will boats be at the site?"


"About an hour after I drop you off. Chance of anyone being alive down there?"


"Good chance. They can find an air pocket.  Don't panic. Submariners do it all the time."


"What's the plan for the search?" Clint yelled over the seat.


"He'll drop us off at the locator buoys up-current from the wreck. We'll do our usual grid search. When we find the boat, you check the wheelhouse, galley, bunks, and heads. Usual routine. I'll rap with my hammer around the deck, see if we get any answering sounds.


The pilot asked, "What'll you do if you find somebody alive?"


"We brought small reserve air bottles they can breathe getting to the surface."

 
The flight kept Tom's and Clint's minds off the dive and allowed them to psych themselves to deal with dead bodies. Getting panicked survivors to the surface would be another matter. 


The pilot pointed to the first of the buoys in the spotlights. "They pushed an anchor out with a raft that fell to the sea, inflated itself and held in place. 


"Too bad it's such a black night, no moon,"  yelled the pilot.  "Good luck, you guys,"


Clint and Tom readied themselves and their gear and dropped out of the helicopter near the up-stream end of the locator buoys. Less than two hours had passed since the sinking.


Cool water rushed into Tom's suit. He heard the roar of the chopper fade in the distance. He blinked, swallowed with difficulty, and blew water from his mask as fear seized him. The realization finally hit him that they were alone in the middle of the Persian Gulf, with the nearest vessels an hour away. He struggled for control.


They quickly made a few adjustments and flashed their lights below. The shafts of luminescence disappeared into the infinite. These batteries are good for little more than an hour, they would have to work fast. 


They expelled air from their buoyancy compensators and plunged downward. The metallic taste of air dried in Tom's throat; it boomed in his ears as he exhaled. He held his nose and blew until he heard the pop in his ears.  A few tiny blips flicked through his beams.  Tom lost sensation of movement.  Tiny blobs of jellyfish floated by.  Small fish flicked by in the light.  Fifteen or more breaths passed as they fell in the void. A sandy bottom finally came into view.  Tom blew a calming breath.   


They each took hold of one end of a one-hundred foot rope. Visibility was about fifty to sixty feet. By spreading out, with the rope taut between them, and heading toward a point on the compass, they could scan an area more than one-hundred-seventy feet wide. Starting at the buoys on one end of the pattern, and working toward the opposite end, they could cover an enormous area. They parted and the aloneness began to overwhelm Tom. He kept moving so as not to think


Don't look back.  Don't worry.  Just move and scan forward. 


Bio-luminescent plankton and more tiny jellyfish twinkled in the night. A small shark flickered through the beams. Tom's constant rhythm of breathing hissed and boomed and calmed him. The vast liquid desert expanse below disappeared into the infinite.


After twenty-seven breaths, Tom felt two hard tugs on his rope. He hurried in Clint's direction. Clint pointed off to his right.


Several rays swam in nervous circles near the bottom. Tom glanced at his depth gauge: eighty feet. The steel tugboat lay on the sand, slightly tilted to its port side.  It appeared enormous underwater.  They kicked hard to get to the deck. Relief surged through Tom's mind as they left the vast abyss behind. Clint tied a sonobuoy to the boat and released it to the surface. It would signal their location to oncoming vessels. 


They dumped the small extra escape tanks on deck and Tom banged on the steel deck with the hammer. Two loud hits, then he stopped to listen. Clint flashed his light around in the wheel-house. Satisfied that no one was there, he found an open door to the galley, bunks, and heads. 


Tom had made it halfway around the vessel with his pounding when the un-mistakable sound of muffled thumping could be heard. He hurried in the direction of Clint's light. They attached the rope to a railing outside and let out the line as they searched each cabin, the head, and finally the galley. Nothing. They stopped to catch their breaths.


Tom held up his hand. They held their breaths for half a minute. There it was again. Two thumps . . . from below.


They forced a door part way open and blew air to sink into the engine rooms. Lights flashed off chromed nuts and covers. A huge engine block loomed into view. Glistening pipes on the fuel injection system reflected their light beams. Everything appeared natural, as if it should be running and purring. Red and white painted machinery and chrome fittings. Silence. 


Tom started back with a jerk and squeezed Clint's arm with an intense grip. A body lay near the end of the engine block. An oriental . . . a mechanic, probably. His open eyes stared upward. He lay lightly on the deck, almost floating, face up. Revulsion seized Tom for several moments; he shivered; his pulse hammered in his ears.


Clint swallowed and finally looped the rope around the corpse's wrist and continued to pay out the line. Again they held their breath. The thumps seemed to come from below them. Tom pounded on the deck. Two thumps answered back. 


How the hell do we get down to them?


Clint signaled to make a-once-around the engine room. Squeezing his way around the end of the engine.  Tom saw Clint blurt out a grunt as the man swallowed and choked on his air.  He peered into the open eyes of the second body. This one was a Caucasian, a big man with a full beard and plaid shirt. A large belt-buckle with the coat-of-arms of Saudi Arabia—crossed swords and a palm tree—reflected Clint's beams of light. Clint winced and shuddered as he looked at the drowned man. After several large quick breaths, he tied the rope around the second dead man's wrist.


Tom banged the side of the boat with his hammer. Noises rang through the confined space. The return sound was loud this time. Tom pointed four fingers toward the back of the engine. A large floor plate was fastened down with a twist lock. They managed to unlatch it and slide the heavy plate down. Transfer cases and torque converters nearly filled the bilges. Oil droplets floated from the greenish, milky water.


Tom flashed his light up alongside the machinery and found a space large enough to squeeze through. They looked at each other and took several calming breaths. Metallic air bubbles rushed past their ears and expanded upward becoming trapped in the crevices of the ship. Clint glanced at his pressure gauge and flashed it toward Tom: twelve hundred pounds. 


Probably twenty minutes at this depth.


Tom banged with the hammer again. The return sounds came from straight ahead. Inching their way through the scum and dirty water, against the hull and around valves, they moved through a maze of pipes and small machinery.  They traversed thirty feet when they were suddenly stopped by a bulkhead. 


Tom rapped again, two blows. Several rapid staccato noises answered on the steel from the other side. Tom rapped twice to acknowledge.


The salvers backed out of the bilges. Clint halted, his lower strap caught on something. He couldn't move. Tom bumped against him. Clint frantically tried to get loose. He writhed forward and sideways stirring up a cloud of the milky greenish liquid.


Tom realized something was wrong. Looking back with difficulty and flashing his light along-side Clint, he saw that the strap was hooked around a petcock. Clint's eyes were wide with fear. Tom held up a clinched fist.  He motioned Clint to come forward again. He looked directly into the man's eyes, calming him and pointed to the location, then motioned him to move forward and twist. Six or eight breaths elapsed.  Clint pulled the strap loose.  


They cautiously backed out of the transfer area and followed the rope out of the engine room. Clint left the rope tied to the railing on deck.


Tom glanced at his pressure gauge. Ten or twelve minutes at the most. He signaled Clint to hurry.


They flippered over the starboard side of the vessel, down to the sand below, then turned to-ward the stern. Their lights bounced off the side of the ship where the black and red oxide paints met. There, Clint pointed.


Torn steel with jagged edges protruded inward, flayed from the area of the collision. Tom swore. How could they get through this? He pounded again. The frantic return sounds came from in front of them, loud and on the other side of the hole. 


They flashed their lights between the splayed metal and spotted a man's legs. He saw the reflection of their light beams and flailed his arms underwater. Tom acknowledged with two loud raps.


Easing part way in, Tom flashed his light up into a space; a crew-quarters, with a bunk. The survivor must have been asleep. A one-foot layer of air had become trapped at the ceiling of the room. The man excitedly splashed his arms again.


Clint motioned to Tom and quickly swam off to retrieve the spare air tanks. Tom felt the first hint that he was running low on air, a breath that came a tiny bit harder; the noise from his scuba changing. They must hurry.


After several long minutes, Clint poked his head in the hole. He motioned that his air was running low also. There were two spare tanks. They had a mouthpiece on a small hose attached to a compact regulator. 


Tom's flashlight went dead. He turned on one of the bottles and tested it. Clint removed and handed Tom his dive mask. A person unfamiliar with scuba would require a mask to keep him from breathing through his nose. Tom reached between the torn metal and pulled on the man's leg. The man ducked underwater and Tom handed him the mask and air bottle. Tom got his first good look at him. A skinny Oriental.


The man grabbed the items, stuck his head above in the air chamber, and took his first breath off the air tank. He slipped the mask over his head and adjusted it. Then he swam down to look around for a space wide enough to get out.


Clint grabbed Tom's arm. His air had run out. He handed Tom his flashlight and turned on the last spare tank. He hung onto the top of Tom's tank, staying above and behind Tom while swimming in the dark with no mask. Tom figured that the saltwater burned Clint's eyes and he would struggle to keep from sucking in water through his nose.


The survivor carefully emerged through the splayed metal leaves, gouging several places on his legs. Tom held a firm grip on him to keep him from panicking. Tiny grey clouds of blood squirted and drifted from the wounds. Tom sucked hard to get another breath.  He pointed his now dimming light at his own faceplate and held his fist up to calm the man. 


Tom grabbed the man by the arm. He pressed a button and used the last of his air to inflate his buoyancy compensator. Clint pulled his, also. They headed toward the surface. Tom drew the last breath from his tank. The compensators bore them slowly toward the surface like a hot-air bal-loon. Tom grunted. Clint took the regulator from his mouth, slipped his into Tom's mouth for two breaths, then took it back. Suddenly, a large shark flitted through the dimming light beam. Their heads popped above the surface. Tom flashed the light around below as the shark made another pass. The light went dead.


Tom swore to himself. He swallowed hard as his eyes adjusted to the near-black water. The Oriental went limp. Tom glimpsed a quick movement, a flash of bio-luminescence. 


The shark flicked its tail and glided around the divers. Its sensitive smell would homed in on the faint traces of blood. Weakened or wounded prey would trigger the primal receptors in its brain. It moved toward the divers and brushed Tom's leg.  The tiny external teeth on the shark's side scraped only rubber.


Tom shuddered as he felt the great fish against him. He twisted to try to see the dark form. Again the flash. This time he heard a groan as the predator scraped Clint. The two divers squeezed together with the unconscious survivor tight between them.


Tom heard a rumble. Damn! What was that! Another flash showered the water with living sparks from the great beast's tail.


Lights flooded around them.  Then a roar filled the dank night air. The chopper settled on the water before them. Powerful floodlights filtered into the translucent liquid space. Tom and Clint kicked toward the aircraft and eased the stricken man into the waiting arms of an attendant.


"You guys grab this bar and hang on he yelled," as he thrust a line and bar.  


Tom and Clint grasped the bar as they were reeled in and set on the pontoons of the chopper.


Tom yelled over the whine of the turbine. "Man, you guys are just in time. There's one hell of a shark down there." 


They pulled off their scuba gear and climbed in the craft.


"Anyone else alive down there?" The attendant asked.


Tom shook his head. "Two bodies. The divers can follow the sonobuoy line down tomorrow. They're tied to the line." 
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