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It did not ascend.
It did not descend.
Its eye protruded from the black Atlantic.
The monster rested motionless.
The ocean did not notice the creature’s existence waves passed over-head, fish swam around it ignorant of the danger.
Its black skin cold, like the sea it occupied.
It emitted no noise, unless you were to hold a stethoscope to its rigid chest, faint internal functions might be audible.
The creature held its breath, waiting.
Its only function was to kill. Not for survival, but out of hunger, not for itself, but to feed a larger and greater thing that was growing.
The ocean current was, at present, its only mode of propulsion. It drifted ten feet below the choppy surface at four knots. An appendage grew out of the body and stood erect. The limb held the creature’s eye. It used the eye to find its prey that floated on the surface. Like a lion crouched in the tall grass of the Serengeti, waiting for a gazelle to pass close enough to pounce, the monster of the underwater waited.
Once it found its prey it came alive, lowered its eye down into its bosom and sped headfirst like a bullet into attack.
Its optical umbilical on the surface scanned, searched for the catch.
Night was fading, a gentle swell swept in from a storm far away to the east and the horizon started to show faint evidence of the approaching day. The painted pink underside of cumulus clouds appeared in the distance. The R. P. Resor sailed up the New Jersey coast, just another freighter cruising toward New York, but to Captain Fred Marcus she was everything, his alternate life and the mistress of his heart. He had made the passage up the eastern United States coast countless times over the years. R. P. Resor carried almost everything imaginable, oil, cotton, wheat, machinery, and once a load of South American tarantulas for the Bronx Zoo. More than any other time, the excitement and suspense reached out and grabbed you like a protagonist’s walk to the attic in a suspense movie. The United States was at war, and German U-boats sank sixty-nine freighters since the war began two months earlier. Captain Marcus would not lose his ship to the Nazis bastards.
Leaning his heavy arms on the rail, Captain Marcus peered out with his piercing black eyes. The black wool coat hung open at the front and his white sweater, stained from six years of wear, fit odd accidently tucked into his corduroy trousers. White streaks in his dark hair and beard suggested his age. He had been an officer in the Navy during the Great War, serving his time aboard a four-stack destroyer patrolling the west Coast of Ireland. After the war Captain Marcus got his Merchant Marine license and started work for Macaw Transport Ltd. in New Orleans. He tried operating his own shipping company, transporting southern lumber north, but after only two years he went broke. Now, with more than thirty-four years at sea, Captain Marcus was ready to retire. However the war kept him at it. Retirement could wait.
Before sailing, Captain Marcus mustered his officers in his cabin to go over the Navy procedures for submarine avoidance. He was relieved that a Navy detail was on board to man the newly installed 3-inch deck gun.
He had an indefatigable faith that R. P. Resor would survive the war.
Captain Marcus looked at the logbook for the new watch, 0400-0800 27 February 1942. His second officer was on watch. Captain Marcus couldn’t sleep, which was not unusual for the seafarer, but the early morning gave him an especially uneasy feeling. With the moon now below the horizon, the stars clung to life as the approaching dawn threaten their existence. It was a clear night, save for the cumulus clouds on the horizon. Captain Marcus brought his gaze back down from the heavens to notice the faint lights from the New Jersey coast off the port side as the R. P. Resor steamed north.
From the port bridgewing Captain Marcus looked back at his dark ship. She was ghostly. The wake zigzagged behind her, a phosphorescent tail fading into nothingness.
“Your coffee, sir.”
“Thank you, Seaman Alder.”
Seaman Alder wandered back toward the other seaman ready to turn the watch. Captain Marcus overheard them battling about which sailor had had the most boastful, erotic encounter ashore. Able Seaman Signaut seemed to have won with a tale about a whore he visited in the French Quarter; the Captain attempted to picture the scene as Signaut described it.
“All’s you kids wanna do is screw,” Second Officer Gerhard said, quieting the young seamen. Gerhard was thirty years past his prime. Thirty years past the thought of having a whore whirling around in a basket dropped down on him.
Alder replied, “So?”
Captain Marcus turned away, sipped his coffee with one hand and pulled his coat together with the other. He was a man that could not believe that he too was once that occupied with sex. He thought of Roxanne. Had he been that overcome with sexual desire when he met his wife? He smiled and thought of the naked woman who had walked him to the backdoor, how she had leaned down to pet the cat on the head, she looked more delicious than he could ever remember. Roxanne pulled him back into the house and they had enjoyed a moment that Marcus savored in his thoughts. Afterwards, she stood at the screen door and waved good-bye to her sea captain—never had he felt so attracted to a woman. He still felt that way, the moving, uplifting appetite of those young seamen was something he had not outgrown, and hoped he never would. Being at sea gave his marriage wonderful, passionate homecomings. He wasn’t home long enough to get neither bored, nor irritated with Roxanne’s constant presence and particulars. He had the fondest and most untainted thoughts of his wife. With all the flare and sensitivity of a dime novel simile, the beauty of the night reminded him of the beauty of his Roxanne.
He smiled.
Roxanne would love the gentle rolling, soothing swells and crisp effortless breeze and stars that illuminated the night just enough as not to expose any of its imperfections.
“Captain, changing course right ten degrees rudder.”
Captain nodded to the elder Mr. Gerhard, who maintained the prescribed zigzag pattern.
“Seaman Alder, would you be so kind as to take those Navy boys some coffee. It must be cold up on the foc’s’l,” Captain Marcus asked.
“Aye, aye, sir. It’s cold all right. My watch up there was colder than a well-digger’s ass.” Alder poured the coffee into a Thermos, “Those lights are like Christmas all over again. New Jersey has more lights than I bet the whole state of Louisiana.”
“Yes, it is bright,” Captain Marcus replied, confident staying close to shore, dark, and zigzagging that no German U-boat would dare attack. The New Jersey lights were a comfort to everyone on the ship, like a child afraid of the dark, the coast was a hallway night-light that brought protection through the crack of a partially open bedroom door. To the east lurked a dark vastness filled with unknown monsters, but one quick look back to the west brought reassurance and safety found in that comforting glow from the New Jersey shoreline. Every seaman aboard felt it, the ship felt it.
He could feel life in his ship. She had a soul. That is what every seaman thought of his ship, and it was no different with an intelligent, educated man like Captain Marcus. The girl weighed twenty thousand tons with 78,729 barrels of fuel oil and fifty men on board. She carried them as a mother carried her son.
Abruptly, the bridge phone rang. It was Forsdal, reporting a small vessel off the starboard bow.
“You’ve a good eye. Thanks, mate.” Captain Marcus was proud of his merchant crew. They were good, alert and capable men. He trusted them, as did they trust their captain. Captain Marcus looked through the glass but couldn’t spot the vessel. He walked out to the starboard side bridge wing to get a better view and was instantly struck by the wintry air that iced his nostrils.
The creature was motionless. Its eye could see the costal lights forming the horizon. A small blank space on the coast was the only break in the line of brightness. The void swallowed another lamp and spat out a light behind it—a shadow moving down the coast.
Prey.
The creature came alive.
A green 1939 Lincoln sped south on Route 36.
Luther Rogers looked down at the speedometer, forty-five, better slow down. The headlights illuminated the sign for Sandy Hook. It was rare that Luther drove, he usually sat in the back with a newspaper as Jimmy chauffeured him about, but Jimmy didn’t come in until six and when he heard about the torpedoed freighter early this morning he decided to drive himself.
The east sky glowed red, the illumination very different from the amber cloud that hung over New York City. Luther Rogers knew the city, could not imagine living anywhere else. It was winter so he lived in the Fifth Avenue brownstone, and it had taken him two hours to get here. His view of the night sky from his frequent sojourns outside the city had always included the skyline, the soft glow of light, the galactic draw from that beacon of life that shown upwards, outward. The Broadway marquees, the flashing signs of Times Square, the streetlamps, brothel lights, the city was alive and Luther Rogers did not want to imagine what the sky or life would be like without the halo of the City.
He glanced out to sea at the unnatural red-yellow light that burst with an occasional flash from an explosion. He parked the Lincoln in the row of onlookers next to the last car, a 1923 model A. The people that crowded the beach that morning stared off into the east where flames and a trail of dark smoke contrasted against the rising sun hidden behind soft grey clouds. Luther noticed one family had brought chairs and a basket of food. The woman in a blue flowered dress, tailored to hide her obesity, spread out a blanket and tried to feed three children scampering around uninterested in the spectacle just a few miles offshore. Her husband sat in a wicker foldaway with his hat pushed back on his head, one hand balanced a child’s telescope and the other hand holding half of a ham and cheese sandwich.
Luther Rogers reached into the big Lincoln and produced binoculars from the glove box. He brought the binoculars up to his eyes and took a few minutes to adjust the focus, it had been years since he last used this old pair that Jimmy had thrown into the Lincoln when it had arrived from the showroom. He saw a dark form spitting out flames and smoke—R. P. Resor was burning, illuminating a grave. Luther learned later that only two crewmen survived out of the fifty merchant and Navy sailors aboard.
“Hey, mister. . . can I take a look?”
Luther, his mind filled with a tidal wave of emotion and concentration, handed his binoculars to the teenager.
He carved a picture of the doomed freighter in his thoughts. Slowly, the significance of the incident poured over him. His attention preoccupied about the ill-fated crew, Luther wondered if anyone could possibly survive as the onlookers continued the annoying distraction of sophomoric gesticulations. All these people gawking, nobody bothering to help as the ship burned, about three miles from shore Luther guessed, so close, yet unreachable. He became disgusted with himself for participating in the perverse spectacle. A wave of distress, passion, patriotism, whatever the hell you wanted to call it, ripped through him like a grappling hook being dragged through his insides by a truck.
Then it hit him—the Germans are in United States waters, the German navy is in the United States! The war was something told in newspapers about far away and exotic places, China, Czechoslovakia, Warsaw, Manchuria, Burma, and New Guinea. He felt a personal invasion as if the Nazis where in his living room. The fear and horror of the war so close scared Luther, there was no other way to describe it. He was sure he could hear the screams, the merchant sailors shrieking from the pain and suffering. What a horrible death. A cold shiver of panic and fear overcame him. Was this war?
“Eeee, I’ll get you.” Three children ran past him squealing. It was sacrilegious. This was a funeral not a carnival.
“Sir, sir! Your binoculars! Hey mister!” The boy called after the stranger.
Luther Rogers didn’t hear the cries to return his glasses, he didn’t remember starting the engine. The binoculars landed on the passenger seat through the open window as he backed out in a cloud of dust the boy smiled and waved.
The Lincoln swerved left and then stabilized as the big car’s tires met the asphalt road. Luther was on the board of directors for American Telephone and Telegraph, one of the few companies to prosper in the last decade. He was a man used to making decisions based on facts, money, and rock solid judgment. Now, irrational, careless, passion-filled staccato thoughts hit him like machine gun fire. He knew what he had to do.
He gunned the big green Lincoln up the highway with recklessness. The V8 roared as Luther shifted through the gears. The speedometer inched up to seventy-five. Luther turned off toward the Holland tunnel and rolled through the tool booth without coming to a complete stop. It was the start of the morning traffic for Manhattan and Luther got in line with the rest of the vehicles going into the city. Once through the tunnel he fought his way to the brownstone on Fifth. Luckily, there was a parking space in front. He veered into the gap and then jammed on the brakes, parking a little cockeyed, but good enough. Two steps at a time, he stormed up the steps and slammed the door shut behind him. The light was dim and Luther did not wait for his eyes to adjust, instead he strode into the study, reached behind the small bar, and poured gin into a highball glass. He slammed down a mouthful and then plopped down into an overstuffed chair. Swallowed in the soft upholstery of the chair, the glass of gin gripped in his trembling hand, Luther finally sighed. He consciously took in a few deep breaths to calm himself—it worked. Luther stared into the glass of gin and then softly placed it on a lace doily under a lamp on the end table. Forcing himself to sit back, he stretched his legs out and with a compulsory calmness—the placidity that he was known for in the business world—and contemplated his next move.
The clanking of typewriters, whirling electric fans, rustle of papers, even the scratch of pencils across the paper added to the cacophony of the office. The ambient noise of a busy office was nothing foreign to Luther. He adjusted himself for the umpteenth time as he leafed through the two month-old Newsweek, not really reading but occupying the moment with distraction, doing something instead of watching the second hand on the clock mounted above the receptionist. She wore a red high collar dress with white lace sleeves, on anyone else it would have taken a man’s breath away, but the receptionist had an expression that refused to allow her thin lips a smile. Her whole body stiff as if she had an ironing board stuck up her ass, Luther thought. The clock ticked. It had been a tumultuous week of rumination since the scene on the beach. Luther threw the Newsweek back onto the low coffee table; it skidded across a Life magazine before coming to a stop. He picked up his grey homburg, gripped the edge and moved it hand-to-hand in circles, deciding whether or not to leave. Young officers, wearing naval uniforms, hurried past. Each had the look of determination, a war-winning-solutions-buried-deep-within gaze plastered on their faces. Luther shifted once again in the wood chair that had become painfully uncomfortable. He was not a man accustomed to waiting. He made other people wait.
“Excuse me, miss? How much longer? Does the Admiral know I’m here?” Luther Rogers showed his irritation and immediately regretted the discourteous display.
The receptionist cracked something she thought would pass as a smile; her brown teeth offered no relief.
Luther wanted to stand and march through the cheap frame door into Admiral Andrews’ office and scream like a young school child for attention, was this how it felt to wait?
Just as he was about to show the Navy who Luther Rogers, director of American Telephone and Telegraph, was a man of about forty caught his eye and walked toward him. The man wore a dark blazer with four gold strips on his sleeve ends, he held out his hand. Luther took it and pumped with relief.
“Mister Rogers? I’m Captain Kurtz, Admiral Andrews’ Chief of Staff. A pleasure to meet you, sir. I apologize for the wait.”
“Oh, no bother, really.” Luther said.
“If you’ll follow me we’ll go see the Admiral now.”
Luther Rogers nodded his approval and followed the Captain, but not through the door he had suspected to be the Admiral’s office. Instead they headed down a long corridor. Walking past doorways where Luther could see men and women working furiously with paper. Paper in typewriters, on desks, posted on corkboards, on tabletops, on maps, and in the air, it was everywhere. Each room they passed appeared to be in some sort of chaos, each unique to the other. Luther Rogers recognized some of his own AT&T equipment—the new Teletype machines spat out yet more paper.
Captain Kurtz stopped at a plain pine door and gripped the knob, smiling at Luther as he did so, and then with the theatrical flair of Douglas Fairbanks, he threw open the door.
The effect was lost.
Inside, a man of about sixty was surrounded by more young men in uniforms that appeared to be clones of the men in the rest of the building. The Admiral did not take notice of Kurtz or his guest. The office was surprisingly small, Luther Rogers’ secretary had an office twice this size. A small window, with curtains drawn, offered a crack of sunlight that sent a stream of yellow across the back of the leather chair and oak colonial desk. Nautical brass lamps hung from the ceiling in the four corners. On each side of the window the walls were decorated with the Admiral’s face—pictures of the admiral posing with men and ships Luther couldn’t identify. Two doors broke the wall on the left, one door on the right. Men in uniforms, like painted figures of a coo-coo clock, appeared, dropped more paper on the desk, and then existed. What was beyond the doors? Luther could only imagine some giant machine spitting out paper, he wondered where it all came from. The businessman in him made a quick calculation of the cost and logistics of supplying this naval office.
“Excuse me, Admiral? I have Mister Rogers from A T & T here to see you,” Kurtz announced.
The Admiral looked up from his desk and smiled.
“Admiral, could I have your audience for a few minutes?” Luther asked.
“Yes, of course.” The Admiral made no attempt to rise, but instead, he shooed away the men as if what had been all-important was suddenly meaningless. The uniform clad men that had entered and exited without command ceased their indefatigable task. “What can I possibly do for the telephone business?”
“I’m not here representing AT&T. I am here to offer you my services.”
The Admiral gave a suspecting glare as if Luther Rogers was trying to con him out of his family fortune. The old man before him was tall and thin, but not scrawny, he stood straight with a posture that Admiral Andrews admired. Blue veins and dark spots lined the hands that hung at his sides and his glasses were wire-rimmed teardrop bifocals. “Very well, what is it that I can do for you?” the Admiral asked.
Luther Rogers smiled. He noticed a picture of President Coolidge with his arm around the Admiral above the naval officer. He looked down at the man behind the desk, “I want to offer my boat and crew to help patrol the east coast against Nazi U-boats.”
Admiral Andrews pushed himself back from the desk and again sized up the man who stood across from him. Luther Rogers was a man that gave off an aura of success and respect. Admiral Andrews knew the Cruising Club of America would start patrolling the east coast on anti-submarine picket duty March fourth. He hated the fact that his picayune forces had to incorporate civilian help but the son-of-a-bitch King, the chief-of-naval-operations, had obligated all the naval power to efforts in the Pacific.
“You’re nearly eighty years-old. What do you think you could do against a German U-boat?” Admiral Andrews asked.
“Seventy-one,” Luther replied. Admiral Andrews drove an axe into the tree of Luther Rogers. “I know I’m not young, but I have what it takes . . . determination. More than any teenager or young officer in your service.”
“I’m sure you do, but I’m sorry. This war is for the young. I appreciate you taking the time to see me.”
After that painful first rebuttal Luther Rogers redirected his cannons and unleashed the batteries. “Admiral, I didn’t come up here to patronize you. So, please don’t patronize me. I’m here to serve my country. To help protect the merchantmen who are dying within sight of our own shores. This isn’t a war just for the young. This is a war to survive. I’m not going to sit idly by and watch the likes of you run our country into the hands of the Germans or Japanese. You might as well be killing those sailors yourself.” Luther Rogers paused, turned his back to the admiral and faced the bookcase. He noticed a copy of Bowditch, paused, looked back with a disdainful glare at the Admiral, and then continued, “You are obviously not doing anything to save these young men. Last week I watched a ship burn off the New Jersey coast only a few miles from the beach. It’s only been a few months since Pearl Harbor and we are now plunged into this damned war, all of us. The whole world is at war, more so than the Great War. I come to you with an offer of help and you can only mock me. This war is bigger than you and me. Look at you, you are long past being called young yourself. Every man has a right to protect his homeland. No, I take that back, an obligation.” Luther took a breath. “Sir, I am going to go out there,” he pointed, “and search for U-boats. I’ll get a radio and call positions back to you whether you like it or not. We shall win this war despite fat pompous-asses like you who wish to ignore the goddamn enemy that’s right under your nose.”
“Mister Rogers, it is obvious you are very determined, and passionate. But, I am responsible for the protection of the east coast of the United States. You would be of no use out there chasing U-boats with no training, no equipment, and in a private yacht armed with only a wireless radio? My responsibility includes you too. You would simply be somebody else that I would have to worry about, a liability I sure as hell don’t need right now. Be realistic,” Admiral Andrews pleaded, ready to kick this pompous egotist out of his office.
Realistic was a word Luther Rogers left on the beach at Sandy Hook. “I wonder if the Poles, Czechs, or French would say that now? I know the British sure as hell are not realistic. You will regret this.”
“I wish you well. Why don’t you use your influence to raise war bonds? Or, help the country in some sort of capacity more suitable for a man of your maturity. Don’t be a fool just because you saw some distant fire offshore.”
Luther had already finished with this pig-headed bureaucrat. He nodded to the Admiral, said thank you and turned around, hoping he had the correct door. He opened it and marched into a large office crowded with filing cabinets and steel desks, everyone in the room stopped and looked at the strange man in civilian clothes. Luther Rogers spotted an open doorway and then walked through the columns of paper toward the hallway. He recognized the waiting area and strode forward to retrieve his hat and overcoat. He gestured farewell with his hat to the receptionist and then exited.
Admiral Andrews sat at his desk, watching the man leave through the wrong door. Luther Rogers impressed him. Yes, with men like Luther Rogers they were going to win this war.
He had not risen to sit on the board of the world’s most powerful corporation by sitting idly by. Sending the Lincoln ahead, Luther decided to walk back to the brownstone. Reliving the confrontation in his mind, Luther became more disheartened and frustrated both at his age and the Coast Guard and Navy’s stubbornness. Seventy-one years old, too damned old. I’m not old, he wanted to scream. As he walked down Broadway he saw a truck go past with Coopersmith painted on the wood side panel. He thought about the man he had seen at the club. The rumors, not that Luther paid much attention to such things, suggested that Coopersmith was connected to the mob with vast political associations. Luther thought back to the Admiral’s reaction, dispensing with him because of his age infuriated and inspired him to fight that much more to overcome his age—he wasn’t dead yet. Despite his position, most of Luther’s political connections were long retired or dead. Maybe Coopersmith could help? Luther decided to take a chance and speak to the man. There was a brisk chill in the air, it felt like snow was on the way, it was revitalizing. Gripping his hat, he ran for a clearing in the traffic on 42nd street. He leaped for the curb and felt like running the entire way up to 44th but slowed and caught his breath instead.
The marble edifice looked like a library entrance, but it was not. The door man held the heavy oak open, “Good afternoon, Mister Rogers. Wonderful day today, feels like snow is coming.”
“Thank you, Ed. I hope all is well in your life,” Luther offered a quick salutation. He quickly hung his overcoat and homburg in the coatroom and strode through the foyer and into the sitting area. Luther scanned the expansive room, over-stuffed green velvet chairs paired up with cherry reading tables each with its own brass lamp were configured across the vast carpeted real estate. Tall thin windows allowed the late afternoon light to slice through the hovering cigar smoke. Deep carat paneled the walls. No pictures, bookshelves, seams, nothing broke the varnished interior with the exception of a marble hearth that had been converted to gas. Luther spotted the man he was after and briskly walked off the distance between them.
“Excuse me, Mister Coopersmith?” Luther Rogers asked the man behind a Wall Street Journal. He looked to be about fifty and his suit was tailored to show that he had not gone flabby over the years.
The man folded down the paper. A distinguished man dressed in a new single-breasted wool suit greeted him. Luther Rogers! Probably one of the most influential members of the New York Yacht Club. Despite the child-like awestruck enthusiasm, Harry Coopersmith knew how to handle situations like this—remain calm and unimpressed. He stood and reached out. “Yes. To what do I owe this pleasure?”
“I am Luther Rogers. I was hoping you could help me.”
Very direct, thought Harold Coopersmith. Something in the old man’s expression radiated sincerity. “Well, how exactly may I help you?”
“Can we go somewhere private to talk?” Luther asked.
“After you, sir.”
Luther led the man through the lounge of the New York Yacht Club. They walked passed portraits of long-ago commodores and record-breaking yachtsmen painted in oils, glass cases filled with trophies from every conceivable sailboat race from around the world, past the shrine embracing the America’s Cup trophy and into a small room with only one long table surrounded by ten, high-backed, mahogany chairs—the race committee room.
“Are you in some sort of trouble Mister. . .ah. . .” Harry asked, pretending to forget this man’s name—likely chance that would ever happen.
“Rogers. Please, Luther.”
“Okay, Luther Rogers.” Harold Coopersmith was accustomed to candor, but not in this place, after all this was the New York Yacht Club and Luther Rogers’ face was on the wall with other past commodores. He had seen Luther Rogers at all the Club functions. He had wanted to meet the man who had won three Newport-Bermuda races, and held the world San Francisco-Tahiti record.
“Where shall I begin . . . With the war on . . . I went to Sandy Hook to see the tanker that was torpedoed last week and it struck me hard. The fact that the Nazi fleet is in the United States, in our waters, infuriates me. Frankly, it scares the hell out of me too.” Luther Rogers paused and looked around the room. The walls were bare save for a chart of the Eastern Coast that decorated the far wall. He eyed the spot where the merchant ship had gone down. “I have to do something. The Navy is too busy in the Pacific. We’re sitting ducks here. Our merchant fleet is being devastated.” Luther paused for a moment to measure Coopersmith, see if he was still with him. Satisfied, he continued, choosing his words carefully, “I understand you have very influential friends and means to initiate certain unorthodox maneuvers without any bureaucratic entanglements.”
Harold Coopersmith knew the old man was correct. He could avoid persecution in almost any state through ways of his own, but how did this man know? Not that it mattered, he loved it.
The man who looked at him with desperation in his eyes was a director on the board of the American Telephone and Telegraph Company, one of the world’s largest companies. Harold was small time. Surely this man had access to money and political influences that he could only envy. “What is it you are asking of me, Mister Rogers?”
“I want to join the new Coast Guard Corsair Fleet. I have a sixty-five foot Hinckley that I want to use for anti-submarine patrol.”
Harold felt a wave of relief cascade over his inflated ego. Admiral Andrew’s East Coast defense arsenal hesitantly welcomed the Corsair Fleet—that collection of hastily assembled private yachts. It demonstrated the desperation of an unprepared nation to defend itself. The Corsair Fleet satisfied little in the way of anti-submarine warfare, nonetheless it was all that Andrews’ could do in short notice to expand his need for an early warning system to protect the merchant fleet. Comprised of civilian boat owners inducted into the Coast Guard Reserve, the boats were armed with little more than a radio, and if lucky, surplus weapons and depth charges to perform picket duty against the German invasion.
He couldn’t imagine why this man with so much to lose would want to risk his life to chase U-boats. Harold Coopersmith wanted nothing more than to profit from the war; he welcomed the Japanese bombing at Pearl Harbor. The capitalist possibilities were endless. In the few months since the United States induction into the war Harold Coopersmith had doubled his wealth, and saw himself walking away from the war a very, very rich man. With his new war-inspired confidence and economic bliss, Harry Coopersmith felt on top of the world. And now, one of the most powerful men in the country was at his doorstep begging him for help. The power!
“I can’t promise anything. But, I’ll try.”
“That is all I ask of you. I do appreciate your efforts.”
“Who do you have for a crew?” Harry expected to hear Ralph Hickman, Karl Miller, Chris Wells, or one of the other young racing crewmen that were currently representing the New York Yacht Club on the international racing circuit.
“Homer Crown,” Luther replied.
“Homer Crown! You can’t be serious. Does Homer still sail?”
“Mister Crown is one of the best sailors you’ll ever see. He was the tactician on board the Reliance, and he has won more international races than any member alive, or dead.”
“Reliance? When did she race?” Harry asked.
“She won the oh-three America’s cup.”
“Ah, I didn’t mean to insult you.”
“Nor I you.”
“I’ll see what can be done. It might be expensive,” Harry said, leaving a pregnant pause in the air.
Luther Rogers acknowledged the last words and then stood and shook the hand of the man that would materialize his dream, his quest. He was growing from within. Luther Rogers felt the years fall away like autumn leaves and new green buds grow on his branches; that tree of fortitude once again grew outward, upward against the calling of the earth—death had hung over Luther Rogers like a shadow, but that shadow now receded in the glow of adventure.
“What the hell did you go to that son-of-a-bitch for? He’d screw his own mother for a profit!”
“Calm yourself, Homer. We need people like him if we’re going to get in the war and not sit back like two old geezers. Besides, he said he might be able to get us a position in the new Corsair Fleet.”
“How?” Homer Crown asked with suspicion.
“I didn’t ask. And, I don’t care how Coopersmith is going to do it. As long as it gets us out there,” Luther Rogers pointed toward the big bay window that offered a vista of water beating against a sandy beach. “I don’t want to miss this.”
Luther could never and would never admit that he was old, his mind was still as active as when he had been twenty. Nonetheless, he was afraid of getting too old to physically function. It was not death he feared; nor, was it the Nazis, it was his own ability that was being threatened by age that terrified him. And, now, he wanted to prove to the world that he could roar with the loudest of loins. That early morning on Sandy Hook, watching the tanker burn, aroused his spirit, a spirit that had been sinking lower into the stuffed leather chair behind his walnut desk. Luther Rogers wanted nothing more than to be catapulted into the war. His fortitude had issued the orders: save the young seamen of the merchant fleet. And, if it obliged his struggle with age, then even more so his resolution.
Homer agreed with Luther, he did not want to miss this. Homer thought back to the night in the water, watching the ship go down. He wanted revenge. He burned inside with the thought of not being able to tear into the chest of a Nazi and pull out the evil organ still pumping in his hands. The world was foolish to let a country that had been defeated by the combined efforts of the Allies only twenty years ago rise again to threaten all mankind. The insanity of it all!
“How soon did he say we could go?”
“Homer, there’s a lot of things we have to do first. Put together a crew, but with everyone off to the recruiting stations that is going to be difficult. I suppose we have to be equipped with weapons that can sink a submarine; what kind of planning is there for sinking Nazis? I don’t know. . . how do they track U-boats underwater? Hell, I don’t even know if Coopersmith can even make this happen.”
“Just follow the stench. The trail of the ruthless, murdering bastards can’t be hard to find. Nonetheless, I don’t feel at ease with the crook you’ve enlisted. I don’t trust him.”
“We don’t have much choice. Let’s start going over the things we might need. What about our affairs if we should not come back?” Luther knew that Homer was all too well acquainted with that unfortunate phenomenon.
“I’ve taken care of mine. I don’t have anybody to leave it to. What about you?”
“My grandchildren can fight over it,” Luther said, gazing out the window. He slowly turned to Homer, but was suddenly struck by a novel thought. “I’m going to will a considerable amount to the Merchant Marines. There must be some organization that takes care of the welfare of those boys?”
“Marvelous idea, when should I submit your name for sainthood?” Homer asked him snidely. “What about weapons? Will we get a cannon? Will the boat hold a big gun? How do you shoot a U-boat?”
“Homer, slow down. We’ve got to get in the Corsair Fleet first. Want more coffee?” He asked walking to the walnut sideboard where a service tray sat loaded with the necessary condiments.
“No thanks. I read about depth charges. I hope we can get depth charges.”
Caught up in the moment, Luther said, “I’m going to Darwrimple’s to pick up the new set of heavy sails I ordered. I should refit the lines and tackle too. I would hate to have something break out there.”
“I bet we could pick ‘em off with a machine gun as they’re running out of the hatches to get to their deck guns.” Homer held an imaginary rifle in his hands, aimed at an imaginary German beast and pulled the imaginary trigger.
Looking at his watch, Luther saw the day was getting away from him. “Bernice is going to wonder what’s happened to me. I’ll leave you to your Germans and talk with you later when I get word back from Coopersmith.” Luther Rogers left his friend shooting at imaginary U-boats. Walking down the wood steps, the sea breeze whipped his coat tails. Stepping into his Lincoln, Jimmy started it up, “Where to, sir?” Luther gazed out past the sand dunes at Long Island Sound, “Home, Jimmy.” He thought back to his first war when he had been a young managing clerk at Union Station, not as busy as Grand Central, but for a twenty-seven year-old it was the most important job in the world. Telegrams began appearing from the far off Cuban front. The Spanish-American war was raging in the land just across the Florida Strait. Luther sat at his desk, mounted on a loft overlooking his responsibility of seven clerks, peering out the glass wall at the trains departing through the tunnel. He thought of leaving everything and joining the Army, but the few stories of savage acts on the Caribbean island, men losing their heads, being burned, flesh being notched away until death, the tales grew as they came North, and Luther Rogers, horrified of those exaggerated tales, did not go.
Living with his cowardice, Luther ascended the corporate ladder. Another war came along, this time on another island in the Pacific, and Luther, staring at the noon edition of the New York Times, fought an internal battle to sign-up. It was beginning of the new century and the Philippine War was raging in humid jungles of the Pacific, he wavered, vacillating to go or remain at his secure position with Bell Telephone. Finally, despite the pleas of his wife, Bernice, he went to the recruiting station down on 32nd street. The Army was not looking for any immediate recruits; their budget would not allow it. Luther thought it an omen and withdrew his original request for adventure. Still, he felt cheated out of his chance to test his manhood; a juvenile premise to an age-old ideation of verifying one’s bravery. Time brought another opportunity: the Great War in Europe. Luther fantasized about going to Europe and fighting for the British or French. By that time he was married with two children, and could not join—the early notions of testing himself were, he realized, a childish penchant—he waved the troops off with secret envy.
Luther saw the evidence of war. He often walked nostalgically past his old office in the train station—the loading platform was a courier of history. The United States finally entered the war to end all wars. Luther wanted to join the passengers that wore on their faces the scars of experience that he could read, not touch. By nineteen seventeen the Great War raged and his children were gone and Bernice was not as dependent on him as she had once been. Luther went to the recruiter and was denied the honor of serving his country; moreover, he was denied the ability to test his character. Luther Rogers lived with the torment, longing to test his courage on the field of battle. He knew not the carnage and gruesomeness of the battlefield but at forty-six he was too old to fight.
His mind came back to the present day as Jimmy brought the car to a stop. Excitement built in his chest as he climbed the brick steps of the brownstone and entered through the thick oak doors. Luther wrapped his arms around Bernice and kissed the back of her neck. “There you are. I’m glad you’re back. Your granddaughter is coming by for dinner. She just finished up winter exams. She’s bringing a friend over.”
Luther grabbed a carrot from the cutting board and stepped back. “Is Louise bringing what’s his name, Mike or something?” Luther asked, chomping on the carrot.
Bernice used the back of her hand while holding the knife to push back a gray strand of hair. “No, she hasn’t dated him in almost a year. Besides, I think he joined up. No, she’s bringing Sue.” Bernice turned back to her culinary chores, “You remember Sue. She came out to the summer house last August.”
Luther grunted an acknowledgement and retreated to the study. He had to write a letter to the shipyard to get the Hinckley in before she entered service. ‘Service’, Luther smiled at the thought of a shiny new coat of blue on the freeboard, sailing at battle stations.
Homer Crown thought of Gary Cooper in Sergeant York. He pictured himself taking five or six U-boats on a single patrol. He would come back into the harbor with hundreds of dead Nazis piled on the decks. A bell rang as he pushed open the glass door. The small gun shop was dark except for the soft glow of afternoon light coming in through the entrance. The rows of rifles and shotguns stood at attention in the shadows behind a glass counter top, wood racks held more long guns forming aisles. Homer felt a sense of power rush in with his breath from the sight of such an armory. With the hunch of age in his posture, as if he was falling face-first, Homer walked to the counter with the momentum of gravity propelling him forward.
“Good mornin’, what kin I do fer ya?” a voice said from beyond the columns of blue barrels. A small man with a pouch that hung over what must have been his belt buckle appeared from among the rows of rifles and took his place behind the counter, resting his elbow on the top of an old hand-crank register. Homer noticed the .38 revolver that hung on the man’s side.
“I want a Springfield oh-three rifle.”
“A rifle . . . whadda ya gonna do? Hunt, krauts?” The shop owner laughed at his own joke.
“Yes,” Homer said.
The forceful, no-nonsense rebuttal left the shop owner absent of a witty comeback. He looked at the old man with a discerning eye. He was taller by a few inches but with a permanent slouch as if he were lighting a cigarette in the wind, the old man could’ve been five ten or eleven in his youth. The man who wanted to kill krauts must be seven hundred years old, the shop owner thought.
“Yer serious, ain’t ya mista?” The shop owner didn’t wait for a reply, and Homer Crown wasn’t giving any. “Well, the oh-three is a good rifle . . . If’in yer gonna kill someone though, I think a faster rifle mightin’ be a sight better.” Homer followed the shop owner through the maze of shelves and gun racks. He stopped to face the back wall. The shop owner paused, scanned the row of rifles and spotted the one he wanted to sell the old man. “This here’s the one fer you. Let me git it fer ya. Now this is a new auto-loading repeater. A semi-auto. Takes an H an’ H three seventy-five magnum round. It’s built by a small gun company upstate, Ithaca. It’ll hold nine rounds and one in the chamber.”
“It’s very light,” Homer said, hoisting the weapon in his hands to judge the weight.
“Yes, they use an exotic jungle wood of some such. I can’t recall what they call it. It’ll put holes in a kraut at five hundred yards,” The man claimed.
“I can’t see that far. But, I’ll take it.” Homer said.
They walked back to the glass counter. The shop owner let Homer carry the weapon. “I want five hundred rounds for it and how much is that revolver there?”
“That one?” the owner looked down through the glass top.
“Yes, that one.”
“You huntin’ bear too? That there’s a four fifty-four Colt. It’ll blow holes the size of pie plates through dem krauts. Want that, too? I’ll wrap ‘er. A course y’ill need two hundred rounds fer ‘er.”
Homer wrote out a check for the weapons and ammunition. “Could you have all of it delivered to this address,” Homer asked, handing over the check and his calling card.
“Yes I can. Have a good day, sir.” The shop owner said, clearly ecstatic about the sale.
Homer stepped out onto the sidewalk and gazed up at an over-cast sky and opened his mouth as if to catch rain drops. He felt for his leather cigar case and pulled out a Tampa hand-rolled cigar. He withdrew his watch chain, finding the cigar punch at the end of the fob Homer drilled the end of the tobacco. Satisfied, he lit the corona with a gold pocket lighter and then took in a mouthful of smoke, savoring the flavor. He turned back to the shop before walking to the taxi and saw a reflection of an old man in the storefront window. Who is that man and what the hell was he doing? There had never been a firearm in his life. His father, an Episcopal minister in White Plains, had never allowed a gun in the house. Homer did not give his father’s convictions much thought when growing up, not interested in guns, his interests focused on sailing. The minster gave his son a dinghy sailboat when Homer was only eight years old. He took to sailing like a fish to water and soon competed in local sailboat races where boys raced almost anything powered by sail. The local yacht club welcomed the minister’s ten-year-old son for his capabilities—on the Hudson River he reigned undefeated for the entire summer. Robert Gannet invited the young sailor to join the crew on his George Steers six-meter racer and it was only after one and half seasons that Homer graduated to tactician. Gannet started winning races and soon was invited to the New York Yacht Club to race with thirteen-year-old Homer Crown as his tactician on board the Herreshoff fin keel sloop. With no formal training Homer exhibited a natural instinct for gauging the wind and the ability to react instantly with the proper sail trim to gain the most speed possible, it was a gift from God as his father said to him.
While attending college Homer started selling tack for horse racing in hopes of buying his own sailboat. The small company did well and Homer quit college to focus more energy on building the business. When he had enough capitol Homer bought a company that fabricated metal products for horse wagons. In two short years he restructured and expanded the business ten-fold. No longer did he make horse cart parts, but office cabinets, metal furniture hardware, typewriter housings, bicycle frames, and railroad car fixtures. Homer sold the company for $12 million in 1896 when he was only twenty-nine and thus began a life concentrated on becoming the most celebrated yachtsman in the world; and, that is exactly what he did.
Homer threw down the soggy cigar butt and crushed it with his shoe. He thought of the rifle and that Colt revolver, the Nazis were dead men.
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