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      “If blame lies anywhere, it is with the British Admiralty, which by muddying the merchant with the military, and by failing to keep the civilian status of passenger liners strictly sacrosanct, gave the desperate Germans little choice but to extend U-boat attacks on all vessels.”—Gary Mead, The Doughboys


      “The water in a vessel is sparkling; the water in the sea is dark. The small truth has words which are clear; the great truth has great silence.”—Rabindranath Tagore

    

  


  TO THE READER


  This is the story of the sinking of the Lusitania, told from the viewpoints of Captain William Turner, her master; Junior Third Officer AlbertBestic; millionaire Alfred Vanderbilt; theater impresario Charles Frohman; and Kapitan Leutnant Walther Schwieger of U-20 who sank her. Added are the viewpoints of the fictional characters German-American Kate Sterner, a dress designer who is taking the voyage with her English fiancé Thomas Colburn, a wealthy industrialist, with June wedding plans and Unteroffiziere Gunter Lott the head torpedo mechanic on U-20 with family problems back home. All are swept into the 9/11 of their time in a fateful encounter on the high seas, which left 1200 men, women and children dead.


  You will find it a different account from what you read in the dry pages of school history books. It has always been a controversial story with many conspiracy theories added through the years, which I have avoided in the telling of the story. I have also avoided historical opinions except those given by various characters and have gone back to documented and new evidence sources for the research of a historical incident that rivals the other great liner disaster, the Titanic in scope.


  The interpretation of historic characters, their dialogue and thoughts are my own based on biographical and historical information. The fictional characters were added in both vessels to heighten the drama further and add subplots. I have not consciously changed any historical fact and have followed a timeline that accurately describes history as it follows each character. The history and the events that propel this story are true. It must be remembered that this historical fiction is set in a time that would be considered naive by our standards. A more genteel world was forcibly being introduced to the concept of total war by desperate combatants and the submarine was an experimental but frightening new weapon of stealth being used in large numbers for the first time in history.


  Nick Korolev


  PART 1

  PRELUDE


  “. . . there is nothing more enticing, disenchanting,

  and enslaving than the life at sea..”

  —Joseph Conrad, Lord Jim


  1

  KATE STERNER


  Kate Sterner stood on a wooden stool in the bright sunlight blazing in through the tall windows of her father’s design salon in the heart of New York’s Garment District. She stared critically at her mirror image. She had just turned twenty-three and was tall and graceful as a water sprite with strawberry blonde hair coifed in the Bob style, but the dress just did not seem right. Something was missing in the design. It lacked that special detail that would catch the eye.


  Stray graying hairs drifting from her bun, Tara Kelly, one of her father’s expert seamstresses was busy fussing with repinning the hem. But, the hemline was not the problem. The dress was important; meant to impress her in-laws to be. It was of her own design and she felt it was somehow not quite up to par with her father’s work, though he always proudly told her otherwise constantly reminding her that she would not be his partner in a very popular design salon if she did not turn out such exceptional work.


  The fabric was a pastel peach that went well with her hair and complexion. The style was the popular hobble skirt that flared at the hips and narrowed toward the ankles with a matching belt below her waist of the same peach material below a blowsy top with a tunic that draped very well also of the same material. It was graceful but not the kind of garment in which a woman could take great strides as she walked.


  “Maybe we’re just rushing this project too much,” she said to Tara.


  “I thought you wanted it finished so you could wear it to the pier next week at the start of your voyage,” Tara said in her lilting Irish brogue.


  “I do, but it needs something more and I am just too excited to think straight,” Kate returned, a trace of frustration in her tone.


  “Well, I’d say that is all due to your smitten condition,” teased Tara. “I’d be befuddled, too, if I was marrying a looker like your Thomas Colburn, if I may say so.”


  “Tara, you are right as always,” Kate smiled in spite of herself. “We need a break.”


  Tara straightened up, rubbing her lower back and Kate stepped down off the stool. While Tara poured some lemonade from a pitcher on a cluttered desk into two glasses, Kate headed for several bolts of fabric in a pile on the cutting table. Looking at fabric or color swatches always helped her think. Tara came over and handed her a chilled glass. She drank and smiled, flipping through the fabric one-handed. Suddenly, she put the glass down on the cutting table and moved to a bin of remnants. She rummaged through them, tossing rejected fabric aside like a mad woman. Tulle and silk of various colors flew like exotic tropical birds to land on the floor. Finally she pulled out two yards of black velvet decorated with swirls of shiny black sequins.


  “Our new belt!” she announced and burst into contagious laughter.


  “Well, the way you just threw fabric around willy-nilly, we will have to call you the Mad Designer of Manhattan!” Tara teased half out of breath, her mirth hardly under control.


  “Well, creativity is sometimes an act of violence.” Kate giggled, wrapped the remnant around the old belt and looked at the result in the mirror. “Course I want more black trim, a broad brimmed black straw hat trimmed with big peach-colored flowers and some kind of black necklace to act as more accents. It will be the perfect frock for boarding and the first night’s casual dinner on board. The is not a tramp steamer.”


  “That is for sure from what I have read about it in the papers,” Tara commented as Kate finished her lemonade. “The pride of Cunard they call her. Too fancy for my liking. Now, shall we be gettin’ back to work?”


  Kate hopped back up on the wooden stool with the black velvet still wrapped around her slim waist and saying, “Onward we go. I will not be upstaged by a mere ship no matter how big and opulent.”


  A door closed with a hollow thud that echoed off the high-ceilinged work room next to where they labored. An hour ago it would have been full of seamstresses filling special orders for her father’s well-healed clients, some of whom she knew were going to be on the great ship.


  “Katie, Tara, you still here?” her father called, his German accent quite pronounced despite his twenty years in America.


  “Yes, Papa,” Kate returned. “And I am decent so it is fine to enter.”


  A tall wiry man with graying dark blonde hair, blue eyes and handlebar moustache entered the room dressed in a fashionable suit in shades of brown, carrying a newspaper and an unopened envelope. His broad smile lit up the room.


  “There you are, ladies. I like the dress, but it needs...”


  Kate pointed at the black velvet. “I have fixed the problem. I am using black accents.” She smiled lovingly at him.


  “Very good, Katie. Soon you will be taking over the business from your old Papa.”


  “It will be a long time before that happens,” Katie assured him.


  “Now, first things first,” he said and Kate braced herself for what she knew was coming. “I know I am probably wasting my breath again, but I wish you would not be taking a sea voyage right now in waters considered a war zone.”


  “Papa ...” she started. She was thankful he did not hold it against Thomas that he was a citizen of Great Britain, but had a major bone to pick with the politicians that created the war on both sides. Still, he could not help but lean towards Germany, and she sometimes feared for his safety because of it.


  “Tut, tut, Katie, please. I have just come from a meeting of German businessmen in this city with a representative of the German Embassy. You knew that was where I was going this afternoon. You must remember the public uproar in the newspapers caused by the sinking of the British liner Falaba where one American died. With Americans still insisting on traveling into a war zone on British steamers, we feel things are going to get worse if more should become victims and do not want to become targets of hateful mobs, just because we are German. We have persuaded the German Embassy to put a warning notice on the shipping page of fifty newspapers in New York and other cities the first of May. A warning I wish you would heed.” He took a paper from his inside coat pocket. “It reads so: Notice. Travelers intending to embark on the Atlantic voyage are reminded that a state of war exists between Germany and her allies and Britain and her allies; that the zones of war include the waters adjacent to the British Isles; that in accordance with formal notice given by the Imperial German Government, vessels flying the flag of Great Britain or any of her allies are libel to destruction in those waters and travelers sailing in the war zone on ships of Great Britain or her allies do so at their own risk. Imperial German Embassy, Washington, DC. April 22, 1915.”


  A seed of doubt began to sprout in the back of her fertile mind. “Papa, do you really think ...”


  “Listen, Katie. I think things are going to get plenty ugly. The contemptible British have a sea blockade on Germany. You even know for a fact that they are stopping and searching ships including neutral ones for contraband cargos bound for Germany. And their definition of contraband is so broad that it includes food. Women and children are victims, not just the Kaiser’s armed forces. International law forbids countries from starving civilian populations of other countries in war. America is the only neutral nation to protest Britain’s action and that fell on deaf ears.”


  “Yes, Papa, but ...”


  “Gott in Himmel! Our own relatives are victims, Katie. Did you not read Aunt Elfie’s last letter?”


  She dropped her eyes from his. He had brought up a truth she did not want to face. She had seen the blue fire in his eyes was beginning to burn and knew there would be no stopping him and his train of thought until he had his say.


  “Those little slivers of steel ... the U-boats ... everybody made fun of in the beginning, but they have proven a very effective weapon against the blockade and are now themselves making a blockade against the British Isles. Germany has turned the tables and declared the waters around the British Isles a war zone, Katie! You will be sailing right into it.”


  “Papa, the Lusitania is a very fast ship. Even Thom says it can easily outrun a submarine and the Cunard Company says she is unsinkable because of all her watertight compartments.”


  “Katie, you know what braggarts the British tend to be about their ships. Remember the Titanic just three years ago? That was supposed to be unsinkable. The Good Book says, ‘Pride goeth before the fall,’ remember? It is known they put war material in her hold and her sister shipMauratania, her twin, is now used as a troop ship. Who is to say there will not be any war material as cargo when she leaves New York this time with you and Thomas and his parents on it? That makes her fair game under the rules of war. Cunard cares only for the money she brings in. Damn them. I wish you and Thomas would postpone the wedding until this war is over.”


  “Papa, we can’t. Who knows when it will end? Three months ... a year ... or more? He and his parents will be here in a matter of a few days on the Lusitania. Arrangements have already been made. My cabin booked. You even have tickets for a voyage to England the end of the month on a different ship.”


  “You still have plenty of time to cancel your tickets and book passage on the neutral Danish ship Rotterdam. She is older and a bit slower but due to leave the same day. To tell you the truth, I have been thinking of canceling my trip altogether,” he said in a quieter voice. He looked at her, his eyes losing the fire. A sadness filled them like Kate had not seen since the accidental death of her mother four years ago when she was struck down by a car she had not seen as she walked around a milk wagon to cross the street. The hurt was still like an open wound for her father after only nineteen years of a loving marriage. He sighed deeply and gave a little shrug of his shoulders. “Let us hope Lusitania is as fast as they say she is and that the captain is wise in the ways of the sea. I will say no more,” he said. Then he glanced down, noticing the envelope in his hand with the newspaper. He stuffed the note in his coat pocket and lightly struck his forehead with the heel of his hand. “What a dumkoph I am so distracted by worry I almost forgot to give you your mail. It is from Thomas.”


  He handed her an ivory-colored envelope, the address written in Thom’s very precise hand. She took it quickly, smiling.


  “You’re not stupid, Papa. I do hope this is good news.” She ripped open the envelope with her finger.


  “I will take leave of you beautiful ladies now so you may finish. Katie, we will be going over to the Mueller’s for supper tonight. He asked me at the meeting. He said Frau Mueller will lock him out of the house if he forgot to ask. She has that strudel recipe you asked for.”


  “Yes, Papa. I’ll be ready.” She pulled out the two-page letter.


  “Let us hope the letter is about the postponement of the wedding.” He gave a little bow and left.


  As Tara continued pinning, Kate read, her heart in her throat over her father’s wish, hoping he was wrong.


  
    
      Greenwood Manor


      Ravenshire, Great Britain


      April 15, 1915


      



      My Dearest Darling Kate,


      



      I am rushing to get this in the post before Randolph brings the limo around to take us to the hotel in Liverpool. I am counting the days, no the hours til I see you again and I am thankful the Lucy, as most affectionately call her, is such a fast liner. We leave in two days and have business to attend to first at the wool mills.


      



      My main reason for writing is there has been a slight change of plan. Oh, don’t fret as I know you will. Mother and father and I will still arrive on April 24th. Plus all the June wedding plans are in place, too, at Greenwood Manor and all preparations are on schedule.


      



      The change is in who will be accompanying me to fetch you to Jolly Old England. Joining my parents will be my Aunt Ethel and Uncle Hugh Colburn. They are both delights to be around. Aunt Ethel is very interested in the latest fashions and quite anxious to meet you. Uncle Hugh is a fun-loving fellow that sort of puts you in mind of a friendly bulldog. His only vices are race horses and a love of everything from ale to fine cognac, which drives poor Aunt Ethel to distraction. Both will - and I warn you - bend your ear with all kinds of family stories of the good old days. That will unfortunately include their version of the day of my first fox hunt at age 12 when the big gray dumped me in the Clayton’s pig sty at the neighboring farm.


      



      Also, Aunt Patricia, who is more properly called Lady Patricia Plum will be coming, too. I must admit to you before hand that we do not get along. You may have read in the papers - particularly the New York Times society page - that she had a particularly nasty divorce from Lord Archibald Plum and took him for 2/3 of his estate, including the manor in Chadwick. She is very set in her ways and rather waspish, so be forewarned.


      



      But, I will forget the added entourage for now. I want you to enjoy your coming voyage and so want to enjoy it with you. On such a ship as the Lusitania any dream can come true. I have been aboard for a short visit before, seeing friends off and it is like a floating palace worthy of the Arabian Nights. It is certainly big enough for us to lose ourselves from my family if we so wish. Well, father just called. It is time to go. Can’t wait to hold you again.


      



      All My Love,


      Thom

    

  


  She stared at the letter a moment not quite knowing what to think. She was nervous enough just meeting his parents face-to-face for the first time. Now it seemed they would be sharing the voyage with half his family. She hoped they could spend time away from prying eyes and prayed the great ship had some out of the way nook in a lounge.


  “I hope it’s good news,” Tara said almost finished pinning the hem.


  “Well, it’s more of an introduction to some rather eccentric family members who seem to suddenly be joining his parents for the return voyage and the opportunity to meet me before the wedding. It is making me feel like a racehorse they possibly want to purchase after inspecting it,” she said sharply annoyed.


  “That has a bit of disaster written all over it. The nerve of some people.” Tara fretted. “I can understand why you are upset.”


  “Well, I’m not going to let snoopy relations get in the way of a good time. I plan on enjoying myself no matter what. This is the biggest thrill of my life. A sea voyage with the man of my dreams on the most luxurious liner in the world. After all, I am marrying him and not his family.”


  Kate tucked the letter back in its envelope. Then she blithely tossed it onto the nearby cluttered desk where it landed on an old dress pattern tilted on a book, then proceeded to slide off into a beat-up waste basket. She did not bother to retrieve it.


  2

  CAPTAIN WILLIAM TURNER


  It was a welcoming sight he had seen many times before and he never tired of it. The pure blue vastness of the sky stretched over the Statue of Liberty, standing tall in the sun-dappled New York Harbor, guiding all with her guilt torch. In front of a backdrop of gray skyscrapers, the harbor was bustling with boat and ship traffic that ran the gambit from small fishing schooners to freighters, liners and the ever-present tugs. Several of the tough, stocky boats were closing in and tooting. Their bows were covered in a nest of rope netting as protective fenders that made them look bearded. They were gathering in preparation to do their job, aiding the docking of the finest and fastest trans-Atlantic passenger ship in service. His ship. The Lusitania.


  Captain William “Bowler Bill” Turner, robust and white-haired at fifty-eight years stood in the wheel house taking it all in like a lord of the manor. He knew he had well earned his position and was glad to be back in command for “Lucy’s” 201st crossing.


  It was a long journey of a lifetime at sea to reach this pinnacle of his career, and it filled him with a quiet pride. His father was a Liverpool sea captain and his mother was the daughter of a respectable cotton mill owner. Though they wanted him to become a minister, he had no intention of becoming a “devil dodger” and instead persuaded them to let him go to sea as a cabin boy at the tender age of eight on the bark Grasmere. They thought that the experience might discourage him once he faced his first storm at sea, but it did not. That adventure was followed by service as a deck boy on the clipper White Star, then with his own father on the sailing ship Queen of the Nations. He took everything the sea could dish out over the years from storms to yellow fever on the full riggers War Spirit, Duncraig, Royal Alfred, Prince Frederick, Thunderbolt, and Royal George. He smiled at the thought of the boast he made as a youth. “I am the quickest man on any sailing ship, except for a Greek I once met. And he must have had a monkey for a not very remote ancestor.”


  He always stuck to his passion to become a captain, and when he was not at sea he was reading about it and how to navigate the vast stretches of endless water. He traveled around the world many times, and though his first love was the tall ships, he knew the future of ships was steam. To that end, he served briefly as a junior officer on the Inman liner Leyland before joining Cunard at the age of twenty-two as third officer aboard the Cherbourg. Upon the disappointment of finding Cunard would not take a man for captain without previous command experience, Turner briefly returned to sail as captain of the clipper Star of the East. After receiving glowing testimonials from the vessel’s owners, Cunardwelcomed him back and he became chief officer of the Umbria. After carrying hundreds of troops safely to South Africa during the Boer War, he was awarded the Transport Medal. Finally at the age of forty-seven in 1903 he received his own Cunarder, the Aleppo. Promotions came swiftly at that turning point, and he went on to command the Carpathia, Ivernia, Caronia, and others. Cunard soon considered him to be the safest, fastest and most skilled master when it came to docking ships and his salary came in at L1000 a year. He succeeded Captain Jim Watt as commander of Lusitania in early 1907 and in November he commanded her sister ship Mauretania on her maiden voyage. With both Cunardsisters he set new trans-Atlantic speed records the highest with the Mauretania at 26.06 knots in 1909. That won Cunard the Blue Riband, an unofficial and highly coveted accolade given to passenger liners crossing the Atlantic in regular service and ended ten years of German domination beating the Norddeutscher Lloyd company’s SS Kaiser Wilhelm II. While in command in 1912, he saved the crew of the burning steamer West Point and earned the Liverpool Shipwreck and Humane Society’s Metal. In 1913, he was promoted to Commodore of the Cunard Line and the Admiralty also honored him with the rank of Commander in the Royal Navy Reserve. By May 1914, he was in command of Cunard’s newest and largest liner, the RMS Aquitania, on her maiden voyage and instantly became one of the most famous captains on the North Atlantic run by the time the war broke out in August.


  But despite the fame, the effort to climb to the lofty career heights had left his married life a shamble. Relations with his wife, Alice Hitching, deteriorated beyond repair and he never spoke of his marriage, even to close friends. However, he did have two sons. The eldest, Percy, a pugnacious boy, was never happy unless he was mixed up in a fight and had joined the Merchant Marine, but quit to become involved in Huerta’s rebellion in Mexico. Percy had narrowly escaped a firing squad and he had no idea where the boy was at present, having not even had a letter from him in months. The younger boy of far more stable temperament, Norman was presently an officer with the Royal Regiment of Artillery, fighting somewhere in France.


  But, there was a bright light in his home life now. During his runs on the Mauretania while living apart from his estranged wife, he hired a housekeeper Mabel Every in her early twenties. Mabel had been a student nurse with a tendency for mischievous pranks and only served a brief stint as a nurse before arriving in Liverpool to become quite more than hired help after capturing his heart with her boisterous personality. He had last enjoyed his domestic life shortly after arriving safely in Liverpool with the Transylvania, having dodged German submarines before his re-assignment to the Lusitania for this voyage. Seems her regular master Daniel ‘Fairweather’ Dow had felt the strain of the constant submarine threat so hard on his nerves, plus since his protests that the ship should not become an armed merchant cruiser, making it a prime target, were ignored, all had resulted in his taking a leave of absence.


  If the truth be known, Turner was glad to be back. Once one experienced the Lusitania, there was no other ship. From a lifetime of experience, he had come to know that between a ship and those who ever served on her there grew a bond stronger than time and deeper than the ocean. She was one special lady.


  At 31,550 gross tons with a displacement of 44,000 tons and 785 feet of overall length, she was the largest in passenger service with only her sister ship Mauritania beating her by five feet. With all four boiler rooms running, she could make 26.70 knots and even with one shut down due to lack of labor and the need to conserve coal, she could make 21 knots, still faster than any troublesome U-boat. She provided luxury unsurpassed by any of the world’s finest hotels.


  Moreover, Cunard claimed she was unsinkable guaranteed by her double bottom and water tight compartments. The most popular cruise ship afloat, Cunard was not about to allow the outbreak of war to unduly disrupt her lucrative sailings, though they were down to one round trip to New York City a month. That measure was mainly to save on coal, which she burned in prodigious amounts; over five thousand tons for just the return voyage at the rate of about 810 tons a day. Coal was a valuable commodity for the war effort and needed more for naval vessels than ocean liners.


  However, he knew, like all British liners, she had a dual purpose not mentioned much in public. Britain had been involved in a naval race with Germany since the quick-tempered Kaiser Friedrich Wilhelm Viktor Albert had been crowned in 1888 and it included passenger liners. The British government had put up a good amount of the funding used to construct her and her sister ship and they were both on the Admiralty’s books as being auxiliary armed merchant cruisers and thus they were built with fittings for gun mounts and magazines if they ever were needed for their conversion for naval service. The Mauratania was already pressed into service as a troop carrier. The Lusitania remained a passenger liner, but was required to reserve cargo space for the express purpose of conveying American war materials across the sea and did so on nearly every voyage from America to Britain. He certainly expected it on the upcoming 202nd crossing back to the British Isles.


  Sharp pangs of guilt prickled Turner a little over hiding munitions behind a human shield, but he assuaged his conscience with the simple fact it, after all, was not his doing. The Admiralty required it. He, as a naval reservist, carried it out. His only duty to cargo was to check the ships manifest and account for it. If munitions and weapons were disguised as other more innocent cargo, so be it. It was only a minor problem that the Germans knew of the practice and in his book, they could make all the threats they wanted. The submarines could not catch her with a top surface speed of 16 knots at most. He smiled smugly to himself.


  Besides commanding the ship, his main concern was the comfort of her passengers of all classes. Segregation of social class was blatantly apparent in the world of the great liners. The rich, with plenty of money to throw around and most very ostentatious in their material consumption, were in the first or saloon-class section, forward just behind the bridge. The decor of the first-class suites and cabins was palatial, as befitted the world’s most splendid liner. A one way charge was $4,000 for one of the luxurious Regal Suites, which consisted of two bedrooms, a parlor, private bathroom and water closet, plus dining room and pantry for those who preferred to dine alone in comfort. A feature in all Regal Suites was sumptuous interior decor in a dazzling variety of styles. The common areas for first-class were just as sumptuous from the domed grand two-story first-class dining room that featured Corinthian columns, potted palms and a menu with a range of satisfying fare, to the beautifully appointed men and ladies lounges, reading and writing room, the Verandah Café complete with its own restaurant and a covered promenade deck and two elevators.


  In a world where the working man made $20 a week, second-class accommodations were affordable and superior with comfortably appointed cabins and bathrooms and the public areas, a large dining room and cozy lounges more attractive and better furnished than those in the first-class of most other ships with their own promenade deck. They were located physically separate and aft of the saloon class section. A profusion of pillars in different architectural styles, angles and other bracing devices to cure the ships vibration in her stern had been skillfully integrated in the decor.


  Third-class for steerage was institutional and had basic accommodations with no attempt made at making any there think they were on holiday. Each cabin was Spartan as quarters on a navy ship and held up to eight passengers each. The only color was the Cunard crest on the bedspreads, not there for decoration, but to keep passengers from helping themselves to the bedspreads when they disembarked. In all of third-class the very construction of the ship was there for everyone to see below deck with massive painted expanses of steel with exposed rivets, bolts, pipes and valves. The dining hall had all the charm and character of an army mess hall and the food was of good quality, but nothing like that served in the upper classes. Still, they were excellent value for the money and Turner knew many in third-class had paid their last tuppence to get to the United States. For the return trip, he expected there would be rather a mixed bag of those going back to England, having failed to attain their American dream, those who were visiting relatives and students bound for school abroad and taking the cheapest and fastest way over.


  Turner was remarkably unimpressed by first-class passengers, classifying them as “a load of bloody monkeys who are constantly chattering.” They expected to be entertained, they clamored to sit at his table and they expected above all to be pandered to at every turn like spoiled children. Some came to him to make requests that were more often than not voiced like demands, as if he were their head butler at their manor or maitre’dof a hotel. Others treated him as if he were Admiral Nelson himself, attentive to his every word. He would have none of it and avoided dinner at the Captain’s Table whenever he could, though he did make rare exceptions. After all, he was a sailor not a maitre’d. He dreaded the first dinner of the return trip, the only time he intended to make an appearance in the first-class dining room if he could help it. He much preferred to stay up on his enclosed bridge that included an enclosed wheelhouse. It had a decided naval feel to it, due to the ship’s envisaged role as an armed merchant cruiser. Cunard executives did complain about his attitude, but he was the best of their ships’ masters and they just had to let complaints from the passengers slip past.


  Turner watched the pilot boat approach, bobbing over the small waves in the harbor. The pilot would guide them safely to Pier 54 up in the Hudson River. Once the pilot was on the bridge, technically he could rest a bit, but he never considered himself to be totally off duty until the ship was securely moored and the passengers ready to disembark. Then he could thankfully make his final public relations show standing with his officers in the first-class grand entrance to bid the passengers farewell as they departed down the gangway. Then it would be a week this time for the lay over.


  New York was a strange world to him, yet held a certain fascination. It was a place where people lived in their own reality that seemed to deny a war was going on at all. They took pride in their neutrality saying the war was a European problem. All they appeared to care about was the Yankees leading in the American League or what the latest fashion was or newest gadget. He intended to take a couple of days on the town where no one would recognize him in his bowler hat and plain blue surge suit, instead of his uniform with its gold braid. He would be just another quaint Englishman with a north-country twang. Perhaps he could find a little something to bring back to Mabel and while shopping he would definitely purchase a new bowler hat as was his custom before every voyage to continue an old tradition that would ensure a safe journey. It was a habit that had earned him the nickname “Bowler Bill”. He would be certain to stop at Luchow’s, his favorite restaurant near Cunard’s 14th Street pier and owned and operated by August Luchow, a rotund and good-spirited German immigrant from Hanover. Unlike a lot of people, he refused to let hostilities in Europe extend to immigrants in either England or America. Maybe he would have the time to visit his niece, the actress MercedesDesmore. Then the brief holiday would be followed by reprovisioning the ship and taking on cargo and luggage before the next batch of bloody monkeys embarked with him on the voyage home to Liverpool, England.


  “All stop,” he ordered the helmsman.


  He watched the young man reach over to the brass telegraph and push the lever from slow to stop to the ringing of a bell in the mechanism.


  Turner then looked over at the second watch officer. “Mr. Hepperd, have the pilot’s ladder lowered so our pilot can come aboard.”


  “Aye, sir,” came the quick reply and orders were passed.


  He watched the operation below from the tall windows of the wheelhouse his thoughts switching to a nagging concern. What worried Turner more than anything at this point was his crew. His officers were competent enough, but too many of the seamen were still green, some only half aware of which way was starboard and which way was port. A few of the blighters did not even speak English and even more did not know their way around the ship. In peace time with half the crew required to be naval reserve, he would never have tolerated such a state of affairs on his ship, but thanks to the war, he had to settle for what he could get in manpower. Ever since the start of the war, the good men had trickled away to the navy starting with reservists like himself. These were all fine, experienced sailors and now they were impossible to replace. But, worst of all, now every time the ship tied up in the port of New York, he could count on a dozen or more hands to jump ship to escape conscription back home. These were always young, unmarried men, exactly what the army and navy wanted. They would just take their pay from the Cunard office and disappear into the city. The manpower problem was one of the reasons boiler room four was out of service. Still, as to the submarine threat, he was sure that even with reduced speed he could outdistance any U-boat on the return voyage like he had on the trip over. He promised himself he would take every precaution on the way back.


  The pilot soon arrived in the wheel house. Dressed in a peacoat against the spring chill and matching blue pants, he appeared to be in his early forties, had a pleasant smile and dark, curly hair that extended below his blue peaked cap. He reminded Turner of a 19th Century sea captain.


  “Good afternoon, sir. Welcome to the port of New York. I am Stan Smith, your harbor pilot.”


  “Mr. Smith,” Turner said and they shook hands amicably. “Any news before you get to work?”


  Smith’s expression turned serious. “Sir, as you may know rumors have been circulating for weeks about the Germans being bent on destroying the Lucy. Some people are convinced she may be sabotaged in some way while she is here in port. Cunard is taking this very seriously. When we tie up at Pier 54, you will find security has been tightened. Guards are now patrolling the area twenty-four hours a day. No one will be getting on or off the ship without proper authorization or identification. Any passengers making the round trip will have to be notified and use their boarding passes from England if they leave and return to the ship for any reason


  “What bloody rot! If an attack will happen, it will be at sea. Our time and date of sailing are no mystery. All the major papers carry listings. We already have the stacks painted black and the brass letters spelling out her name on the bow are covered up to confuse the bloody Huns. All that added rubbish now just serves to complicate matters. Now I have to have someone to check the passenger list after the main disembarking and post an officer to check passengers and crew who return from shore. I believe I only have a handful of passengers making the return voyage who may wish to visit the city,” he fumed. He did not need this extra worry on top of everything else.


  “I agree. The logical place for an attack will be at sea. But, it’s still a good idea to have guards on the pier and keep watch on the ship. We have a large population of Germans in this city, and I am sure with the sea blockade you Brits have on their homeland some will have a major bone to pick with you. Some may easily be convinced to do something rash by any spy skulking about,” Smith continued as he walked into the wheelhouse.


  Turner just grunted.


  “Captain, sir, would you continue at slow to that red navigation buoy and take a slow wide turn to port? The main channel to the Hudson is deeper there.”


  “You heard the man, helm,” Turner ordered sharply, his mood considerably soured by the news. Perhaps a good meal at Luchow’s would sweeten it. No extra security measures were going to keep him from that simple pleasure while in port. Suddenly feeling the need for some fresh air, he decided he would watch things from the wing bridge outside the wheelhouse.


  “Mr. Smith, I am going out on the wing bridge. If you need me, just call me.”


  Smith nodded. “Yes, sir.”


  He slid the door back and stepped out on the starboard side wing bridge into the bright spring sun, catching the first brackish whiff of the lower bay where the fresh water of the Hudson and salt water of the Atlantic mixed.


  3

  THOMAS COLBURN


  The din of harbor noise assailing him and fishy sea breeze ruffling his brown hair, Thomas Colburn, in a stylish three-piece gray suit, leaned his fit, lanky frame on the rail of the first-class covered promenade deck. He was occupied in watching the docking process with great interest. He was not alone. At least fifty other passengers, mostly men were also watching the nautical tableau. However, he was also waiting for Kate’s answer to a telegram he had just sent, inviting her and her father to meet them all at Luchow’s restaurant for dinner at eight.


  It had always been one of his favorite restaurants in New York City. He figured for a first introduction to his family members Kate would prefer familiar ground with a good memory attached to it. Luchow’s was where they had first met two years before. She was his blind date then, capturing his heart on first sight. That was a thing he never in a million years thought would ever happen to him. He, after all, was a confirmed bachelor, all business with little time to entertain the ladies with the thought of finding his soul mate. They both had a mutual friend in Frank Gates who introduced them. Frank was the head sales representative in the American market for his London wool mill from which her father bought fine English wool fabric. He owned several textile mills, one with his father who was an executive with the Bank of England wanting to diversify his personal financial interests, which ranged from mills to farms to race horses with Uncle Hugh. The last Thom saw both men, they were locked in a hot game of bridge in the first-class cigar smoke-filled men’s lounge with a couple of American gents.


  The Lucy, as she was called by her admirers, was being nudged out of the main river channel and current by harbor tugs arranged along her black sides like suckling pups. She loomed like a majestic black mountain above them and moved glacier slow. He did not envy the captain and pilot’s job of working at the delicate task of maneuvering such a huge ship to her mooring at Cunard’s Pier 54. It all appeared as if they were moving a city block. He walked quickly to the pier side on the promenade in time to watch seamen and longshoremen get into position to work the lines and mooring hawsers. There was still about fifty yards of green, turgid water between the ship and the pier that smelled of seaweed and refuse mixed with the malodorous breeze from shore. Pier 54 where the Lucy tied up was at the foot of 14th Street in the heart of the meat-packing district. Suddenly, he thought he heard someone calling him and looked left down the promenade.


  A young, uniformed steward was walking swiftly toward him with an envelope in hand. “Sir ... sir are you Mr. Thomas Colburn?”


  The young man stopped beside him a bit winded.


  “Yes, I am,” Thom said, turning away from the rail toward him.


  “I have a telegram for you, sir. They told me you said you would be up here watching the docking. I started looking for you on the other side.”


  “Thank you for your trouble.” Thom quickly pulled his wallet out of his inside coat pocket and passed the steward a five-pound note for his trouble.


  The steward just as quickly handed over the telegram and pocketed the tip, nodded politely, then turned on his heel and left.


  Thom ripped open the envelope, leaned against the rail and read.


  
    
      MR. THOMAS A. COLBURN


      RMS LUSITANIA


      



      MY FATHER AND I GRACIOUSLY ACCEPT YOUR DINNER INVITATION.


      WE WILL BE AT LUCHOW’S AT EIGHT AS REQUESTED AND LOOK FORWARD TO MEETING EVERYONE.


      



      KATE STERNER


      HOUSE OF STERNER


      NEW YORK, NEW YORK

    

  


  Thom smiled so broadly to himself that his cheeks hurt.


  “Good news, I suppose?”


  Aunt Patricia’s voice came suddenly from his right side and it made him jump. He turned.


  As tall as he, she stood there on the deck in all her imposing glory. Her large frame was draped in a roomy white lacy blouse and long burgundy skirt with matching jacket. A medium brimmed straw hat wrapped in a burgundy veil shaded and almost hid her poufy Gibson Girl hair style with chignon on top that she preferred, though it was going out of style. Her coarse-featured face was drawn into a slight scowl, her brown eyes boring hawk-like into his.


  He forced a smile. “Oh, it is good news. Kate and her father have accepted my invitation to join us for dinner at Luchow’s at eight after all this docking is finished.”


  Her scowl seemed to deepen for a fleeting moment. “Why did you have to pick a restaurant run by a contemptible Hun?”


  He forced himself to remain pleasant. “Why, didn’t I tell you that’s where we first met? The fare is excellent, cooked by the finest chefs of Austria and Southern Germany and it’s in the center of Manhattan culture. Besides, father approved and even suggested it since it’s so close to the pier.”
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