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  THE TORPEDOING AND SINKING OF THE LUSITANIA ON MAY 7, 1915 CLAIMED 1201 LIVES. COULD THE GREAT SHIP HAVE BEEN SAVED?




  



  Debris, A Novel of Love, War and the Lusitania holds a mirror up to the turbulent times of World War I, and the critical year 1915. A German U-Boat sinking of the liner Lusitania helped bring America into the war against Germany on the British side.




  The Lusitania sailed with close to 2000 passengers and crew, over half of whom would die. Germany's warnings to passengers were largely ignored. Hidden on board were munitions and war supplies for the British army. How did Germany know about this contraband? Spies sealed the ship’s fate —and their own as well.




  The book offers a human tale of courage and conflict, lives shattered and rebuilt, loves formed and lost amid war's debris.




  



  PRAISE FOR DEBRIS




  



  “A novel about the 1915 sinking of the Lusitania, Debris could be part of the history of that catastrophe. So real are Len Abram's characters, so intertwined are their lives and their parts in the grand scheme of things, they are all wholly believable.




  The attention to detail is astounding. One minute you are aboard a German U-Boat, hearing all the creaks and groans of a submarine, feeling the tension as the boat lurks unseen, stalking its prey; the next you are in the Ukraine, among communist revolutionaries, and then in America, among capitalists. You follow the innocent Hannah’s ordeal trying to escape the Czarist Police and ultimately her spying for German Intelligence in America, and falling fatefully in love.




  The descriptions aboard the grand liner Lusitania are a vision of the shipboard life. You may feel that you ought to check your ticket.




  Debris is, in sum, a masterpiece of historical fiction, which you will not want to put down.”—Mitch Peeke, co-author, Lusitania Online, The Lusitania Story, The Lusitania and Beyond: The Life of Commodore William Thomas Turner.




   




  “Debris tells a story as explosive as any torpedo. Instead of cold steel, Len Abram brings to life the warm lives and tragic loves of the spies, who sealed the fate of the Lusitania and the passengers to an ocean grave. It is a terrific read, filled with breathtaking suspense and painstaking historical detail.”—Adam Pachter, screenwriter and editor of the Fenway Fiction series of Boston Red Sox anthologies.




   




  “History tells a story about the past. Debris combines fiction and history to make the past and the people who lived it alive again. A thoroughly engaging read.“—Gary Braver, bestselling and award-winning author of Tunnel Vision.
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  Numberless are the world's wonders, but none




  More wonderful than man; the storm gray sea




  Yields to his prows, the huge crests bear him high;




  Earth, holy and inexhaustible, is graven




  With shining furrows where his plows have gone




  Year after year, the timeless labor of stallions…




  Words also, and thought as rapid as air,




  He fashions to his good use; statecraft is his




  And his the skill that deflects the arrows of snow,




  The spears of winter rain: from every wind




  He has made himself secure—from all but one:




  In the late wind of death he cannot stand.




  




  —Sophocles, Antigone
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  Dedication




  For my parents Abraham and Lilley, who lived it, and for Sookie and Helen, too.




  




  Debris




  Part I: The Ship




  Chapter One






  6 October 1907, 06:20, Glasgow, Scotland




  The office for Cunard Steamship Company stood a block from the sea. As Leonard Peskett climbed the steps to the front door, the mist from the incoming tide licked at his glasses. He wiped the lenses dry. Peskett noted with satisfaction his wife’s ironing of his handkerchief, the sharp crease that his youngest daughter called a ship's bow, after her Da’s profession.




  Peskett, chief naval architect of the Cunard Line, had loved the sea since boyhood. He savored the smell at low tide from the Clyde River emptying into the Irish Channel. The sea scrubbed and washed the shore twice a day. Tidying up, he said to his children, pun definitely intended. The early morning sky wore overcast like a dirty greatcoat. Towering over the docks, the shipbuilding cranes of John Brown & Company awaited the first shift. The engines of the cranes exhaled steam as if boasting. Few other shipyards anywhere in the world could build a vessel almost 800 feet long.




  The offices inside were dead still. Peskett felt happy for the solitude after last night. The caretaker had started the coal fire in the stove. The architect saw blue flames licking at the anthracite pebbles and stones through the grate. Peskett put on a pot of tea and went back to his desk. To his left stood a faux marble pedestal with a model of his great ship Lusitania, named after the Roman province of Portugal. Accurate to its tiny rigging, capstans and vents, the model had been a gift to him from Cunard, and it cost a small fortune to assemble.




  At his desk, Peskett set the steaming pot from the stove onto a gold-rimmed dinner plate from Cunard's first-class salon. Peskett's desk was the largest on the floor. Scottish carpenters had cut the tawny oak wide enough to spread the blue prints of the massive ship like wallpaper. During the day, lads retrieved or stuffed thousands of rolled blue prints in the long room lined with cubbyholes, arranging them by deck and covering her entire 787 foot length, from the double-hulled bottom to its highest spar 61 feet above the A deck.




  In an hour, engineers, architects and secretaries would be scraping chair legs as they shifted, hunched over their desks with diagrams, rulers and squares in their hands like clubs. Most would arrive late today; Peskett and the entire floor had been out last night celebrating. Some would be nursing headaches and sandpaper tongues. Peskett himself felt groggy from mixing Guinness and champagne.




  The celebration had been loud and long. The Blue Riband, the award for the fastest Atlantic crossing, was once again in English hands. It had taken the Lusitania 4 days, 19 hours, and 52 minutes from Queenstown, Ireland, to New York City at speeds exceeding 24 knots. The four Parson turbines spun so fast that an unsteamed drop of water could shatter the blades like glass. Stokers and firemen shoveled 3,000 tons of coals into the 25 boilers, creating scalding steam that drove the turbines. The heat in the engine room reached so high that men often fainted. Heat-deranged on the last crossing, one fireman had attacked another with a shovel.




  Peskett asked himself why, after such hard work and success, he still felt ill at ease. Luxury ships gave the illusion of being on English or French country estates, resembling wide swaths of lands instead of a speck on a mighty ocean. Luxury surrounded the passengers, testifying to their own self-importance. Almost seven hundred staff provided for every need.




  First-class passengers had a dining room in Louis XVI splendor, with French and English wood inlays, buffed furniture, brocade upholstery, crystal chandeliers, brass fittings, silver inlays, and gold leaf. Dozens of gilt-edged mirrors reflected light from the windows and electric lights. The décor surpassed that of first-class hotels. And it had another requisite for a great ship, a dramatic entrance for the ladies.




  Running from the boat deck to the dining hall, the Grand Staircase caused diners to look up as women, the folds of their gowns over their arms, slowly descended the two dozen steps to the dining room floor. Those too old or fragile for the stairs used elevators on either side of the staircase.




  A smaller dome covered the smoking lounge for men. Cunard brought in a forest of plants, with full-time staff pruning and watering “the Congo,” as they called it. The sunburst maple tables, padded settees, and deep-cushioned couches welcomed guests to stay longer than they planned. The ladies had their own sitting rooms to chat or write letters on embossed stationery. Quicker communication came from the Marconi station with two operators on duty every hour of the day. Second-class passengers on the Lusitania lived better than first-class on rival lines, inhabiting a subdued replica that included a separate dining hall and smoking room. They also lacked private four-room suites that came with kitchens for private dining. Such accommodations cost $4000 one way in a time when the average wage fell closer to $15 per week. Third-class passengers did not have anything resembling opulence, but they did get innovation: the toilets flushed by themselves.




  Cunard had one other success. None of its competitors, including the American J.P. Morgan, had a better safety record. A few years later, White Star’s famous great ship Titanic had struck an iceberg, and 1500 perished. But Cunard had not a single lost passenger in close to a century of sailing. The Lusitania looked as solid as a floating mountain, its four funnels like alpine crags. Peskett knew it impressive, but not as he planned her six years before.




  Her rudder weighed sixty-five tons, and each of her three anchors, ten. If laid out end-to-end, the metal plates would reach thirty miles. The Lusitania stretched 787 feet long, with an 88 foot beam and 60 feet from bow to water. Her gross tonnage was 32,500; when full, she displaced 41,000 tons.




  Still, Peskett knew you built a ship like anything else, within the laws of Nature. A great teacher, Nature graded without mercy. This realization helped Peskett check his own pride in his ship. He read that Roman generals carried through the streets in triumph had a slave remind them of fame’s fleeting nature. Peskett’s doubts whispered to him as well.




  Hydrodynamics, physics, and metallurgy always attended the naval architect's desk. A ship too high meant that it rolled to stay centered along its keel. After sea trials, Peskett ordered braces put in the aft section of the Lusitania to control vibrations from the rolling. One only noticed the roll in heavy seas, but its existence still gnawed at him. A ship with a high center of gravity might turtle or list at too deep an angle for launching lifeboats.




  In designing the Lusitania, Peskett served two masters. The Navy had subsidized the huge ship because of her potential as a reserve warship. Below the teak walkways on C and D decks, Peskett added eight-meter metal rings, gun emplacements for fast-firing six-inch cannon. One of the coal bins now served as a magazine to store munitions. Though not on board, the guns could be added in a month or two. She'd have the firepower of a light cruiser and be five knots faster.




  However, she remained top-heavy. The thick sides of the ship around the emplacements could repel small arms and shrapnel. The Admiralty also insisted that her boilers and coal bins remain beneath the water line to protect them from shell fire, below where Peskett would have placed them for balance. What effect would a torpedo striking at 30 knots have on this design? If the watertight doors held, she’d limp into the nearest port. If they didn’t, then the ship would be more anchor than vessel.




  Of course, without the Navy, she wouldn’t have gotten the expensive Parson turbines that won the Riband from the Germans. Without incentives, Cunard probably would not even have built her. When he complained to his Irish wife, she cautioned, “Len, you go home from the party with them that's brung you. The Navy and Cunard they pay our bills. Didn't you know?”




  Peskett heard a door open and close at the other end of the long office. He looked up to see the young engineer Gus Brill. A naval graduate in the Reserves, Brill was an expert on propulsion. He carved wooden propellers to study the swirl of water they made in a tank of water in the basement. He sandpapered them until he had the most efficient design, which the company then sent to the mills. Poured and pounded into tarnish-resistant brass, the four propellers stood one-story high.




  “Congratulations again, sir,” Brill said as he approached. “They are calling her 'Greyhound of the Sea'.”




  “Are they? Well, she’s fast and sleek. Congratulations to you as well. Cup of tea?” Peskett pronounced the word “tey.”




  “No, thank you, sir, I already had me breakfast.”




  The young man started to go back to his desk, then turned. “You didn't seem to enjoy yourself last night.”




  Peskett was surprised Brill could see it so clearly.




  “Yes, Gus, a thing or two on my mind; but I’m a worrier, as my wife always says. Not such a bad thing for someone in our profession.”




  “Was you thinking about her beam?” Brill referred to the width of the ship in relation to its height. “Yes, all 88 feet of it.” Peskett motioned toward the model. “The narrow beam makes her look trim and slim-waisted, but. . . ”




  Both men knew that a wider beam gave more stability, like a man adopting a wide stance. A storm, rogue wave, or collision might knock her about so she couldn't recover. It was unlikely, but tragedies usually were.




  “They say two hundred thousand came out on the docks for her trial! I thought the wharfs would buckle. I've never seen so many people.”




  Brill paused. “And I wrote what you told me into the ship's manual.”




  Brill went back to his desk for the manual.




   




  BE ADVISED: If the Lusitania lists more than 22 degrees, prepare to abandon ship. Lifeboats may wedge against the side of a listing vessel. In that case, launch the rafts stored on deck to provide passengers and crew a safe place until rescuers arrive.




   




  The rafts implied even more cooperation from the crew, officers, and passengers than Brill and Peskett believed likely. Peskett shivered with the thought of passengers buoyed by cork vests, swimming in a littered ocean toward their only hope, the rafts.




  “One more reason to enjoy our triumph,” Peskett said, “but also another reservation.”




  “Coal dust?”




  “Perhaps. With a spark, it will explode. But coal mines face this too. I was thinking of something else.”




  Peskett reached into his desk for the beaker that held a small piece of coal. The wedge of coal was swollen. “Our little experiment.” He pulled out and held a wet piece of coal in his palm.




  “There was a cup of water in this beaker; now it's absorbed. If our ship floods, its coal will take the water in like millions of sponges. That could pull the ship down.”




  “True, sir, but we built watertight compartments.”




  “Plans are one thing, events another. If the hull is pierced and the watertight doors stay shut, she floats. But if coal spills out of the chutes, then the watertight doors stay open and she floods.”




  “Then she will have to go very fast to keep harm away. She'll show the world her wake.”




  “Aye, that she will,” but other words stayed in his mouth, palpable as lumps of coal. He looked at the earnest young man, already working on a new Royal Navy ship. With each order, business bustled, but war seemed more possible. That prospect filled Peskett with dread. It would endanger his wonderful ship and all those who sail on her.




  Chapter Two




  5 May 1915, 14:05, Thirty Meters Below the Celtic Sea




  “Mind your head!” Chief Petty Officer Seiden shouted. Captain Walther Schwieger heard the familiar bark aimed at one of the taller seamen, who had no doubt been daydreaming as he walked through the vessel, forgetting about the pipes and valves hanging from the ceiling like stalactites in a cave.




  Schwieger sat in the quarters of the German Imperial Navy’s Underwater Boat 20, or U-20 for short. A canvas curtain separated Schwieger’s domain from sailors moving fore and aft. Two slabs of stout wood fitted into the curvature of the wall. They were wide enough for a narrow cot bolted to the deck, a fold-down table, and a chair under it. Through the bottoms of his boots, the captain felt the twin screws, driven by a bank of batteries, churning them forward. The wall in front of him, freckled with condensation, was the pressure hull. Schwieger heard the sea water slipping over its steel skin. The last time in port, he had depth and nautical gauges welded into his cabin. Now he knew his boat glided 30 meters under the Celtic Sea, Ireland, making five knots.




  At the table, Schwieger had just finished lunch from the mess. The cook had made boiled potatoes and pickled herring with a wedge of black bread. The smell of the fish and potatoes infiltrated the length of the submarine. It wouldn't clear until they went to the surface in the dark and popped the hatches. Some of the men, Seiden for example, entertained superstitions about eating fish at sea. But Schwieger was not one of them.




  Except for the padlocked weapons cache near the mess, the captain had the only secure lockup on the boat, a safe welded between two struts in his quarters. The combination to the safe was known only to him and his second-in-command. The log, his orders, and the codes for passing messages on the wireless had been stuffed into the small safe. The logbook for Unterwassenboot Zwanzig lay open in front of him for the next update. He reminded himself to cap and store the ink bottle after he filled his pen, just in case they scraped something. The fallen bottle might add more stain to the floor.




  The boat depth had changed to 33 meters, about 100 feet, moving slowly still, three or four knots, among shoals and granite ledges. The charts showed only those nearby. Off the shelf of the Irish coast, they were blind. The boat could hit sand banks, rocks, wrecks, or the wire nets set by the British to snare them like rabbits. After a year of missions, dry dock would reveal scrapes and dents on the outer hull, along with barnacles like white crust. But as long the boat didn't strike a British contact mine, a lethal flower on a steel chain stem, they would likely be fine.




  On the small table, his orders sat in a red binder labelled Top Secret. In it Colonel Klein, German Imperial Intelligence, reported on the two-front war against the Allies in the west and the Russians in the east. The legendary Klein, with his two Iron Crosses, served as a model for the officers at cadet school in Fliessen. He wrote to the submarine captains leaving for English waters, providing part information and part inspiration.




  In the orders, Klein emphasized the cost of the blockade to German civilians. Schwieger himself had seen malnutrition sapping communities, every meager backyard tilled for vegetables. Guards had been posted around livestock on the farms, and cats no longer roamed the streets.




  “The Kaiser's government has asked America to intervene with the British and stop the war against our civilians. Food is not considered contraband by international law,” Klein wrote.




  Schwieger knew that the Americans sold munitions and food to Great Britain and the Allies, but could not do the same for Germany given the iron cord the English Navy had strung around German ports. The Kaiser didn't need the munitions, just food. Germany protested to no avail. Schwieger's fellow officers believed the American government either had a secret alliance with Britain or made so much money selling to England that they would not risk their profits. Some neutrality, Schwieger mused.




  “The Imperial submarine fleet is devastating the Atlantic lifeline to the British war effort. The tonnage lost has grown—40 ships in a month—and the insurance rates are rising. By every measure, we are succeeding.”




  Schwieger agreed with that. Every sailor in the U-Boat service had been encouraged by U-9's sinking of three British cruisers in one day. Colonel Klein had boasted in a previous briefing that the submarine force would break the British blockade and shorten the war. Schwieger knew that every soldier or sailor wanted to believe that his efforts might win the war. But with submarines, the propagandists might just be telling the truth.




  Schwieger read of his mission, struggling to concentrate as each voice, scuff, or hammer dropped echoed into the surrounding sea. Sound amplified in his iron tube. Each drop of sea water searched for the tiniest breach.




  Klein had sketched the profile of a huge ship, nearly 800 feet long with a crew of more than 600 for 1200 passengers. She had six decks, the top four for the guests and crew, the rest for supplies, cargo, boilers, turbines and coal.




  The ship displaced about 40,000 tons when boarded and provisioned. The six thousand tons of supplies in her holds could support the British on the Western front for nine days.




  The Lusitania was only slightly smaller than her sister ship, the Mauretania from the Cunard Line. Even submerged, U-20 would hear her ten miles away because the four screw propellers created their own wave action. The U-20 itself drew a mere 900 horsepower from the two diesel engines. Schwieger had 34 men on board, with three of six torpedoes left, and a deck gun. In the chess game of war, Germany risked a slim bishop that could sink a mighty queen and check the king of British blockade policy.




  Schwieger felt a shot of confidence from Klein's New York agents. They’d never meet, but the spies exerted such influence over his life and those of the crew. Schwieger viewed their diagram of the decks, along with a cargo manifest, any page of which justified her sinking. The agents provided an accounting as accurate as that of the British admiralty.




  Hidden among the lard, toothpaste, butter, glasses, shoes, and automobile parts, sat 1200 cases of fragmentation shells for English 13-pound artillery, five million rounds of British .303 ammunition for rifles and machine guns, 500 tons of gun cotton for mines and shells, lathes for gun barrel manufacture and grooving, 20 tons of food packets for troops in the field, and a crate of metal plates.




  The crate had been marked “Cheese,” but instead of dairy, it contained an alloy, a mingling of metals consigned to the Royal Navy's Weapons Testing Establishment at Essex. One of Klein’s operatives had smuggled a sample plate for German metallurgists to evaluate.




  His orders were clear. All the cargo needed to be on the bottom of the ocean. It would be a pity about the passengers and crew.




  Klein had attached a note in handwriting as disciplined as the writer. 




  My dear Captain Schwieger, We met when you were a cadet at the officer academy at Fliessen. I lectured on intelligence analysis. You have distinguished yourself in every operation. Now you must prevent a British vessel from delivering military supplies to the Allies. Please know this. The German Embassy in Washington warned passengers that they were entering a war zone at their own risk. Germany has made every effort to alert American citizens and their government about the dangers of traveling to England at this time. It is unfortunate that passengers are on board. The cargo holds enough supplies to kill or injure thousands of German soldiers. By its very definition, duty is never easy. Oberst Friedrich Klein 




  Given the speed and course of the Lusitania, she should come down the channel to Liverpool in the next two or three days. U-20 would be waiting.




  

  Part II: The Spies




  Chapter Three




  February 23, 1915, 6:52 A.M., New York




  In large Gothic letters, the sign on his desk announced that Karl von Rast headed the visa section of the German Imperial Consulate in New York. A keen observer might note a military bearing in the sharp creases of his suits and the sheen of his shoes. His posture resembled a rope pulled tight between his spine and the sky. And in fact, von Rast was a major in the German Imperial Intelligence Service, the Abwehr, in charge of determining enemy logistics. His commander was Friedrich Klein in Fliessen, Germany.




  Von Rast’s spies served as extensions of himself as they observed the ships in and out of New York harbor. Freighters and the large English cruise ships, such as the Mauritania and the more famous sister ship, the Lusitania. He already received information on what supplies were heading to England from two agents at their posts by the docks. A third received final training in Germany and arrived on a neutral American ship, posing as a clerk in the consulate. He would not only gather intelligence, but plan for the possibility of sabotage.




  After a year of war, Germany faced a far more dangerous weapon than interlocking volleys of machine gun fire. The British blockade had become a boot on its throat. Starvation endangered thousands of civilians and threatened their will to fight. Von Rast’s mission was to disrupt critical supplies from America to Britain and help end the blockade.




  As a boy, von Rast read that the Greek mathematician Archimedes moved a large boulder by using a stick as a lever. With the right lever, Archimedes said, he could move the earth. Germany’s intelligence service served as Archimedes' lever against Great Britain‘s boulder.




  The general staff normally calculated the value of intelligence in extra divisions. In von Rast's case, the information was worth fleets. A scrap of paper with a scribbled number or a snippet of conversation could be detonators for explosive insights. Yet the spies Klein sent to von Rast hadn’t been really tested, and so much depended on them.




  It was the few against the many. Only six to eight submarines near Britain, maybe 30 to 40 sailors in each, threatened hundreds of allied ships and thousands of sailors in the merchant fleet. Fear ate at sailors like rust on their ships. On watch, they reported periscopes and torpedo wakes everywhere. Perhaps such wariness would help keep America out of the war.




  In Klein's office in Fliessen sat a plaque in gold leaf that proclaimed Wissen ist Macht, Knowledge is Power. When Klein saw von Rast off, his interrogator's gaze like drills, von Rast understood how crucial his reports from New York would be. From these reports, Klein assembled missions for the submarines.




  Now six months later, von Rast celebrated progress. The two agents, trained by Klein himself moved about the ships, one cleaning them at the docks and the other serving as steward aboard large liners. The third, a combat veteran, played a visa clerk by day and an operative by night. Von Rast also paid informants for tips about what materials left the New York docks. And occasionally he received unexpected windfalls.




  A burly man with a brogue came to the consulate one morning. An Irishman who hated the English, he worked at the Remington Arms plant in Bridgeport. For a pittance, Sean agreed to send postcards to a boarding house where von Rast rented a room. The landlady, once a Berliner herself, collected his mail. When orders for the British cartridges were filled, von Rast received innocent looking postcards from Connecticut with the shipment dates and amounts.




  A few days a week, von Rast took a trolley down to the wharfs and walked the cobblestone streets, salted air clearing his sinuses. He stepped around horse manure piles at dusk. Sparrows picked at hay seeds in the mounds. On bulletin boards, von Rast viewed the hand-sized cards tacked to boards on the squares and at seamen's lodges. These advertised for stevedores, able-bodied deck hands, oilers, engineers, and coal stokers. Von Rast used his improving English to sit in half dozen taverns and restaurants, heavy with smoke and conversation.




  By chance, he once ran into one of his agents, the Russian woman Hannah, and realized how much more skillfully she acquired information. Leave it to a woman, he thought, and an attractive one at that. Von Rast himself posed as an immigrant from Austria, an accountant in the city who had just stopped off for a drink on his way home. He controlled his excitement when sailors expressed fear over their cargoes of munitions and explosives. He commiserated about the dangers from torpedoes, mines, and shells.




  Each week, von Rast sent his reports to Klein by diplomatic pouch. Critical information he coded for the powerful but less reliable wireless on the roof. Then von Rast waited a few weeks to read about his handiwork in the American newspapers. He recognized the names of ships, some so badly damaged that they barely made port. Many others found the bottom of the Atlantic. There they rested with the bullets his countrymen would not face.




  As von Rast wrote, his hand ached. Klein insisted that intelligence officers serve on the line. Von Rast had lead two companies of the Kaiser's 38th Division at the Battle of Tannenburg and Masurian Lakes, where they defeated three brigades of Russian troops, led by an incompetent cousin of the Czarist family.




  Von Rast had been shot through the middle of his left hand as he stood up to lead a charge. The same volley killed two men near him, but his remaining force routed the Russians. Shortly after, a shell blast scarred the inside of his left ear. He now leaned right as he listened.




  On the top shelf sat an obscure German archeological journal. Klein had the same one back in Germany. Next to their journals was a numbered cardboard grid, x and y axes, the size of one journal page. When von Rast coded a message, he placed the grid on a page and wrote the coordinates for words. They changed pages every month and journals every six. Old reports went into the fireplace.




  Von Rast accepted that in war he battled other soldiers, armed men who took similar oaths and understood the risks. But what about the civilians on the ships he identified for the submarines? They represented a shoal his conscience struck as he steered toward his duty. Twenty on one ship, nine on another. It would soon be hundreds.




  Von Rast brought the subject up with Klein, who countered with the so-called Cruiser Rules. They stipulated that a submarine first challenge a civilian vessel with a shell across its bow. If the boarded ship carried contraband, the passengers and crew disembarked. Then the submarine sank the vessel.




  Of course, Cruiser Rules were often thwarted. Ships outran their attackers or cut them in half. Others, outfitted with hidden deck guns by Lord Churchill, threatened thin-skinned submarines. It was obvious that, like a factory in which people worked near exposed belts, passengers on a ship with contraband would die.




  “It's not new to war,” Klein said. “Remember the Trojan women in The Iliad? In this case, civilians should stay off vessels to England. Have you seen what they serve for bread in Germany? Can you taste the sawdust?”




  On late Tuesday afternoon, von Rast met Hannah Feirstein for their weekly report. Thursdays he saw Niels Herzen, now posing as the Cunard steward Nelson Hartman on the Lusitania. His third agent, Gerhard Lutz, continued training as a visa clerk at the consulate. Von Rast sent him on his first assignment: to meet their source at Remington Arms in Connecticut and learn of other angry Irishmen in other factories.




  Von Rast pulled three folders out of his safe for his three agents. He spent the next two hours reading through them again, marveling at Klein’s record keeping, his facts and insights. Niels had been taken out of basic training by Klein himself, and was now a steward for Cunard. Lutz, a sniper, had been retrieved from the brig, for what Klein never said, only that the man had skills that might prove useful. Hannah was more of a mystery, a loaner from a Russian communist group. Klein planned to bring a new government to Russia that would sue for peace and give the Kaiser a one-front war.




  Von Rast nodded to the guard as he left the consulate and turned left down Park Avenue. In the enlarged pocket of his suit, a Walther PPK automatic contained six bullets in its magazine and one in the chamber. The docks were full of thieves and pickpockets. Von Rast walked to Kruger's Wharf, and enjoyed the weather. The restaurant near Kruger's had back rooms with curtains over the doors. As far as the owner was concerned, von Rast was meeting his lover. Admittedly, the thought had crossed his mind.




  Hannah didn’t say much and hardly looked at her handler. She drank her tea slowly and nibbled on biscuits. She had been trained to take information in, not give it out. Her notes were clear and precise, her accented English better than his, and the scraps of messages she collected on the ships she cleaned came neatly bound in twine. She was attractive too when she changed her cap, her coarse cleaning apron and thick-soled boots. She sometimes wore soft velvet dresses with cotton blouses that billowed with her breathing and polished boots that showed the swell of her calf.




  Von Rast missed his wife—and children too, but mostly his wife. As Hannah sat across from him, her auburn hair fell over her face. When she smoothed it back, von Rast saw a splotch of white scar along the cheek bone, like frozen tears. He recognized the hard contact of knuckles against skin.




  Agents aren’t born, von Rast observed, events stamp them into who they become. The parts of the pistol nudging his ribs had once been flat sheet metal, now molded into a lethal shape.




  Chapter Four




  26 September 1913, 07:23, Shtopel, Ukraine




  The second time the Cossacks came to Shtopel, Aunt Raisele knew that Hannah would have to leave. In the village, Tante Raisele, was everyone’s aunt, but for Hannah, the term meant actual family. Raisele was the sister of Hannah’s late mother, the memory of whom had become as wispy as daisy seeds.




  That evening of the Cossacks, she and Hannah led the cow, the horse, and the goat into the little shed, where the curling boards kept out most of the rain and snow. Raisele left Hannah to pitch straw in the stalls. Inside the cottage, Raisele blew on embers until the fire came to life and then fed its small appetite with twigs and branches. She prepared supper for the two of them, beet red soup into plates, white dollops of soured cream, and black bread with yellow butter faces. Hannah came in to wash. They ate side-by-side, close enough for their hips to touch, but too tired to talk.




  Raisele cooked for lumber men in the spring and farm laborers in the summer and fall. She had a horse for tilling a garden and pulling a wagon. She kept a cow and goat for milk, chickens for eggs, and a testy male cat missing half an ear to keep mice out. It was rumored that her husband had left for America and divorced her when he found another. She never remarried and lived alone with the niece her sister had left Raisele to raise.




  For years, perhaps longer than the oldest person in the village could remember, the vast outside world went by, hardly stopping save to water a horse or ask directions. Perhaps a peddler, his wagon high with pans and brooms, stayed for an afternoon on his way to the next village or town. The Cossacks arrived for the second time, but Raisele knew it would not be the last. The Czar’s favorite troops were tall, a few nearly two meters high, with the best horses, brushed and combed until their coats shone like new carpet. The Cossacks wore tunics and jackets split across seams to free up their long legs.




  They carried shiny brass cartridges in slots across their chests, for the long rifles in scabbards next to their thighs. It was a warm fall day, so their sheepskin caps stayed in their saddle bags. A few of the older ones hung spears off their forearms, curved like scythes. It was said that they could cut a man in half like a sheaf of wheat. Their beards resembled black brambles, though the older officers had silver threads.




  Two Cossacks came in from either side of Shtopel, rifles across their saddles. They watched the streets for a few minutes while their horses cropped grass. Then the men waved to the others, maybe three or four dozen. The armed troupe raised dust like a storm without rain.




  Raisele took Hannah inside next to the cobbler's shop. Through his window, she looked across the square. Her friend Yakov and the other students were in the Bes Midrash, the house of study. They had leaped out of their chairs to see the troupe. Behind the students the teacher pointed them back to their seats.




  When strangers came to the village, Raisele had Hannah flatten her breasts with a large kerchief. It was good not to attract the interest of men. The long dress she wore, blowsy rough cotton, hid her shape and legs. She covered her hair and shoulders with a shawl. Never look directly at any strange man, Raisele warned. Guard the eye, doorway to a person's soul.




  “Remember, my darling, there is no law except what the Czar says.”




  “What about the Almighty's law?”




  Raisele laughed. “This is not heaven.”




  The Cossacks ate and drank, using sharp knives to cut and spear the food. Up close, the villagers saw their fatigue, grime etched their wind-burned faces. The troupe must have been in the saddle for many days. When they got off their mounts, they moved as stiffly as the elderly.




  One of them, four or five years older than Hannah, seemed proud of his pistol. As the girl watched, he took a cloth, gray with oil and burnt powder, out of his saddle bag and spread it over the grass. He opened the side of the pistol and emptied the bullets onto the cloth. He cocked with his thumb and squeezed the trigger. He saw Hannah staring at him, and he smiled. He showed how he did it again, hammer and trigger, hammer and trigger; then he reloaded the weapon.




  A scout came back on a lathered horse and pointed south; the whole troop saddled up. The village was grateful to see them go. Mothers let their daughters play in the streets again. Her friend Yakov and his mates left school to skip up the hills and watch the Cossacks trotting in a long line, following the galloping scout. Ukrainian nationalists now popped up like dandelions, and the Cossacks returned again to pluck them out. The community remained troubled about the turmoil around them.




  They heard that defeated veterans of Russia’s war with the Japanese murdered Jews only 200 kilometers away. Russia itself trembled with rebellion, only kept in check by the frightening Okhrannoje Otdelenie, the Czar’s secret police. Britain, France, and Germany fought each other over colonies and built bombs the size of men. To Raisele, it seemed that nations wrestled each other like giants, and when they fell, the giants smashed into the lives of little people like themselves.




  Raisele no longer imagined Hannah, then 16, marrying one of the boys she played or studied with like Yakov Fruchtman. That gifted scholar would certainly go to a yeshiva far away. Instead, Hannah would leave to be educated as a modern woman, perhaps a teacher or governess. At a city school, Hannah would learn skills other than cooking, sewing, cleaning, and making a Jewish home. And she would be safer in the city, away from soldiers and brigands who traveled the countryside at will.




  Raisele would not look for a match in Shtopel. Instead, she wrote a woman in America whose name she got from the rabbi. The woman came from a village near Shtopel. She left with her family when she was Hannah’s age, settled in Chicago, and married a toy maker blessed with wealth. The couple donated many dollars to a school for girls in Dvinsk. The school accepted Hannah.




  The next fall, Hannah would start at Dvinsk, so this was the last summer Yakov and Hannah had as sweethearts. Yeshiva boys needed to marry into wealthy families. A few weeks before Hannah took the trains to Dvinsk, Yakov left for the yeshiva, earlier than he planned. He sent Hannah a note before he left. She said nothing about it, although her eyes showed as much red as if she had sliced a bag of onions. Raisele noticed but did not ask. Some things were not worth knowing.




  As Raisele expected, Hannah proved an excellent student in Dvinsk, and her English grew fluent. When she returned for a holiday, she mentioned her friends, a sister and brother. As Hannah spoke, Raisele noticed the transition from girl to young woman,




  Hannah returned to Shtopel the next summer. She and Raisele brought meals to farm hands, delivering the stews by horse and wagon. At the end of the harvest, Hannah and Raisele joined in to cut and bundle stalks of wheat. Raisele showed her how to wrap rags around her hands for blisters and gave her a straw hat for the sun. By the end of the summer, Hannah had grown stronger than many men. She said that her friends in Dvinsk called her the peasant.




  The second year of goodbyes came more readily than the first for Hannah and Raisele. They promised frequent letters. But Hannah and Raisele never saw each other again.




  Chapter Five




  28 September 1913, 10:19, Dvinsk, Ukraine




  Mrs. Adelman’s four room apartment had dust like snow on the sills. The last heat of the summer seeped out as Hannah and the old woman opened all the windows and doors. Hannah scrubbed the apartment with bleach and brown laundry soap. The windows were clean enough that poor birds mistook them for sky. Hannah soaked oil into cloths and rubbed woodwork until it shone.




  A fine cook, Mrs. Adelman loved to fatten her students. Her crinkled skin resembled onion paper. She had stopped counting years after she achieved 80. There was no lift in her four floor building. Twice a week she came down for a walk. Hannah always joined her. The woman and her family counted on students like Hannah to help.




  The old lady scolded saying Hannah was too thin. The young woman’s dress hung on her, loose at the bones of her hips. She and Raisele had spent the summer with the field hands and harvesters, sleeping on stalks of hay under the stars. The old woman asked about Yakov and saw the answer in Hannah’s face. Hannah confided in Mrs. Adelman, who treated the girls who shopped and cleaned like one of her daughters.




  On a grass-padded hill looking down on the village, in the August heat, Hannah had wrapped her brown legs around Yakov’s pale thin body. The act was both simple and profound, simple in its execution, profound in its meaning. Yakov couldn’t even look at her afterward. He left a week early for Minsk and sent her a note. The contents first puzzled Hannah and then tortured her.




  What she did grew not from desire, but to connect Yakov to her and create an obligation that might lead to marriage. Mrs. Adelman listened without comment, rubbing Hannah’s back. She passed the note to Mrs. Adelman, who held the Yiddish writing at the length of her arms and read it aloud, words like broken glass under Hannah’s bare feet.




  “’Don’t blame yourself, Hannah. I sinned, same as the second son of Judah. I will fast once a week until I feel clean.’”




  Mrs. Adelman noted that the apology did not mention seeing Hannah again. She took out her Tanach and went to Genesis. The second son of Judah—what did this young man mean? Mrs. Adelman had little patience for religious scholars that broke the hearts of young women. After supper was always a good time for delicate subjects, she thought, having raised three daughters and a son.




  “The Torah is full of sins and sinning people. That's why people keep reading it. At your age, I was married and carrying a child, so I will tell you. You know how the Creator allows us to have children, what a man must give a woman to conceive.”




  Hannah nodded.




  “My dear, the second son of Judah is Onan. What your young man was saying is that he let his seed spill when he was with you.




  “It hurt, didn’t it, dear? Now it hurts again in a different way. But don’t cry. I won’t allow it. You must be strong. That is what they told me when I was young.




  “Where the strength to carry on with my life came from, I am not sure. But I am sure that the Creator put powerful forces within us that we can’t always resist. Along with being strong, you must be careful. Otherwise men will feast on you and then throw you away like potato peels.




  “I wouldn’t say you led Yakov anywhere he did not want to go. You will know better men than this one.”




  



  Chapter Six






  7 October 1913, 14:22, Dvinsk




  Hard work remained the best medicine for a broken heart. Hannah threw herself into her chores. She shopped, cleaned, and cooked for Mrs. Adelman, sometimes finishing long after the widow had gone to bed. Hannah then stayed up by lamplight reading her assignment, a long novel by Charles Dickens, along with lessons in both English and Russian.




  After three weeks, Hannah rewarded herself. She went to the Café Moderne. She had looked forward to the writers and students gathered there. Conversations broke into sharp arguments at tables overflowing with glasses and cups, crushed cigarettes and ash. The proprietor, a man named Koppelman, quieted his patrons with good humor.




  Hannah found a seat at a small table by the stove, nicely warm for the beginning of fall. She nursed her cup of tea, the wood in the round stove crackling like rifle shots and scenting the room with pine. Last year, Miriam Sokolov had introduced herself and then, as an afterthought, her brother Lev. Hannah had never met anyone like Lev. Though Yakov’s age, he was unconcerned with sacred texts. He had his own secular readings and his own sages, mostly economists Hannah had never heard of.




  Lev had given up the Jewish faith and now committed himself to improving the lives of the proletariat and the peasant. Lev saw religion as part of the past to be swept away. Jews like his wealthy parents were part of the ruling class. Hannah did not know any rich Jews, only poor ones. It didn’t matter, he said. In the end the rich would have to give up their wealth.




  Hannah wanted to protest Lev's iron confidence in his opinions. But her tongue felt tied in knots. Lev had a way of pushing aside facts not fitting his theory like a shovel moves snow. The attacks on Jews, like the pogrom in Zhitomir, were examples of the proletariat not knowing its real enemies. As Lev spoke, Hannah stared at his hands, soft as braided dough. He hadn't held anything heavier than a glass of tea. Intellectuals acted as if everything meaningful rested in the brain. But she felt the hands informed judgment.




  Miriam Sokolov looked splendid. She had a beautiful velvet greatcoat, matching beret, epaulettes, and new boots with high laces and brass hooks. Hannah looked forward to seeing Lev, but Miriam came alone, though she now sat at a table with a handsome young man. When Miriam saw Hannah, she and the young man kissed cheeks and he left for another table.




  “He’s a student at the technical institute,” Miriam said. “The big white building on the south side of the city. You can see it when you come by train. He's a nice enough boy. He wants to bring electricity all over Russia. I like ambitious men.




  “Hannah, I have seen you looking better. What happened with your Yankel?”




  She meant Yakov. As usual, Miriam asked questions, but didn't bother waiting long for the answer.




  “Shall I tell you something? A married man, friend of my parents, made a fool of himself over me. He cornered me this summer when I was out for a walk—told me he was smitten with my intelligence. I could see him looking over my intelligence from head to toe. Married men are the worst. I held my skirt up from my feet and ran to get away!”




  Miriam laughed. “Married men can crawl back to their wives when they get rejected. It makes them bold.”




  “Where is Lev?” Hannah asked.




  “That's a good question. He has not been back to our apartment in two days. We returned to Dvinsk a few weeks ago. He talked about taking a literature degree at university.




  “He has made friends with a group who call themselves the Democratic League. He stays in a basement not far from here—you can imagine the smell. They discuss politics all night and drink cheap peasant vodka. Put out their own newspaper too. Not exactly the Czar’s favorite.




  “I know the pattern with Lev. Talk all night and sleep all day. Still, I warn him he must be careful.”




  Hannah found herself wishing Lev was there. She could have used the extra attention he gave her, though Hannah shared his sister's concern about Lev’s politics.




  She and Miriam made plans to meet the following Saturday. But later in the week Hannah found Miriam waiting for her after her class in pedagogy. Miriam looked pale with no makeup and her coat buttoned on the wrong holes. Her silk blouse was also wrinkled. She took Hannah by the wrist and led her to an empty stairwell.




  “Can you believe this? That brother of mine is in trouble. Lev came home a few nights ago in a fright and then went out again. He didn't return. My parents wrote that they have not heard from him since they paid his last bill.




  “I went to that basement where he stays. Disgusting. People step around rats in that neighborhood. Women alone are considered prostitutes. I knocked at the door of the apartment. The place was empty. I paid one neighbor 100 kopeks to find out that the police emptied the apartment out a few days earlier. Young men and women were taken away.




  “But when I asked at the nearest police station—they said they knew nothing!”




  “What do you mean 'nothing'? They are the police.”




  “As I reminded them. They didn't like being told their business by a Jewess. Of course, once I filled his hand, this policeman admitted the involvement of the Czarist internal police. Then, when he put out his hand again and I filled it, he told me to get out of Dvinsk right away.”




  Miriam’s face remained a mask of fright. She hung onto Hannah in the stairwell and whispered.




  “Hannah, I promised my parents I'd look out for Lev. What can I do?”




  “Maybe the police are wrong,” Hannah said. “Maybe Lev decided to go to your parents and left before anything happened. He's young and thoughtless.”




  “He's not that young, although he's thoughtless. Hannah, you are a good friend. Bless you. See you tomorrow. I’m going to visit a few more of his friends and see what they know.” Miriam kissed Hannah on both cheeks and left.




  Hannah didn't see Miriam for a few days. The headmistress of the school had decided that since war threatened, her girls should study more history. Russia might make history when she defeated Germany. They were given a dozen chapters. Hannah went home to warm supper for Mrs. Adelman and then came back to the school for the next two nights to read the single textbook that several girls shared.




  Hannah asked her fellow students, but none of them had seen Miriam. The following afternoon, she went again to the Café Moderne. Miriam wasn't there, nor any of her friends. Hannah tried to enjoy her tea, her book and her solitude, but she missed her friend. She wouldn’t allow herself to worry about the Sokolovs. Since money wasn't a concern, Hannah assumed that the brother and sister were safe.




  She left Café Moderné after finishing her tea and saw the shine at the bottom of the cup. She nodded to the woman proprietor, put her novel away, and wrapped herself up in a woolen scarf Raisele had knitted for her. As she walked in the dusk back to Mrs. Adelman's, she planned a light supper for the two of them.




  A large black motor car pulled up near her. Two huge men jumped out of both sides and stepped to the curb. They wore black overcoats and sheepskin hats. The larger one had a walrus mustache and knuckles like knots in trees. He enclosed her slender wrist in a paw. Hannah smelled the faint odor of vodka.




  “Are you Hannah?“ the tall man said. “Let’s see your papers, please.”




  Hannah used her free hand to find her student enrollment form. She didn't know if it made any difference, but she showed a photograph of her in the school uniform at the women's college. She had the photograph done a few days ago for Mrs. Reuben, the woman from Chicago. The tall man pocketed these.

OEBPS/Images/logo_xinxii.jpg
XinXii





OEBPS/Images/AuthorColor300.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/362995-debris.jpg





