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The Premise

The Time Travel Adventures Of The 1800
Club is a 21 st
Century haven for people seeking to escape New York City’s frantic
pace. Dressed in clothes their ancestors might have worn
during the 1800s, members enjoy foods of the period and read
periodicals featuring news of a particular date in 1865. However,
the 1800 Club also
has an astounding secret . . . Time
Travel. Members travel back in time nudging
famous persons and key events just enough to ensure history
unfolds, as it should. Guardians-of-the-past, living in the future,
send robotic probes back through the ages, discovered that, at
critical time-junctures, pivotal figures stray from vital tasks and
actions. These Time Watchers of the past can’t go back and fix the
glitch in the timeline because the atmosphere they breathe has been
cleaned up over the years and the air of the past is almost
unbreathable for them. Then an 1800
Club member from the 2000s are sent back to
guarantee that events get back on track. The 1800 Club’s members aid Lincoln,
Roosevelt, Bat Masterson, Mark Twain and many others. Without
subtle interventions by these unknown agents, the famous might have
been only footnotes, rather than giants of history.


 


Dear reader, I once read a time travel book
where the main character went back over one hundred years in the
past to retrieve an object from a house. He entered the house,
picked up the object and brought it back to his time. To me it was
upsetting that he took us back in time and never once said anything
about the house! Never described anything! He might as well have
just gone back to a park where things never change. That is why I
try to bring the reader along with me as I travel through time.
RPM

 


A peek into chapter 1

A huge explosion not only destroys New
Orleans, but takes the life of Mark Twain . . . unless the 1800
Club can stop it from happening.

 


A peek into chapter 2

For an unknown reason President of the
United States Ronald Reagan is not born and the Soviet Union is on
its way to world domination . . . with the U.S. as an unwilling
partner.

 




The Mark Twain Mission

 


DATELINE: 1883, PLACE: MISSISSIPPI RIVER,
NEW ORLEANS, LOUISIANA

A butterfly flew over the dark, muddy waters
of the Mississippi River. It looked out of place because everyone
knows that butterflies don’t fly in a straight line; they tend to
meander and float along on the wind. The scene in front of the lone
butterfly went from bright sunshine to a wall of water. The
creature automatically went vertical and let the wall of water flow
beneath its wings. The water was filled with parts of houses,
boats, trees and other debris. It also carried humans.

The butterfly-drone recorded the scene in
the passionless, mechanical correctness it was designed to do.
After the water’s tremendous flow was reduced to a trickle, the
butterfly alighted on top of a tall tree and disappeared into thin
air.

 


DATELINE: 2066, PLACE: THE HISTORY TRACKING
CENTER, NEW YORK CITY

Joseph Sergi looked at the hologram
downloading from the butterfly-drone. He stood at the table where
the others of the History Tracking Center sat.

“Let’s see what the probe
has seen,” he said, as he reached over to begin viewing the
hologram. Sergi moved quickly for a man of six feet six inches, his
dark hair flopping around his face. “June 6, 1883,” he said, “that
seems to be the last time anyone saw him.”

“This isn’t good,” Alexis
Shuntly said, sitting back in her chair and shaking her head as she
squinted through her thick glasses. “I’m getting a bad feeling
about this.”

John Hyder was writing on a
pad, looking intent, as if he were trying to remember something.
“What year did he write The Adventures of
Huckleberry Finn?”

Sergi answered, as he watched the river rush
at the drone, “1885.”

“Bad news,” said Hyder,
“bad news.” He was scribbling in his notepad. “If he disappears in
’83, we’re going to have a lot of people missing some of his best
works.”

“Worse,” said Jerry
Sullivan, who sat at the end of the long table. “His stories had
more than an entertainment value, as I’m sure you all know.” He ran
his fingers through his longish, curly brown hair. “He brought out
a justice that was missing in his day. His stories taught harmony
in a tough time. He preached brotherly love through his Huck
character. He had the boy on the river show everyone who read it
how kindness and understanding could bring peace and harmony to the
world. His writings will not only be missed, but the generations of
writers who were inspired by him just will not happen.”

“Uh-oh! Look at this,” said
Sergi, pointing at the hologram. The other five Time Trackers
turned and looked at the scene unfolding before them.

The wall of dirty brown water rushed at them
as seen through the sensors of the butterfly-drone, and they all
instinctively ducked. The sudden vertical flight of the drone left
most of them with a drop in the pit of their stomachs. The next
scene looked down on the rushing waters, which were loaded with
usually Earth-bound objects . . . many still moving. Most of the
watchers looked away while Sergi sat down and clicked the hologram
off.

Maryellen Mulley clearing her throat broke
the silence. “As the historian, I feel we have to look at this in a
different way. It’s not just Clemens, or Twain, as he was known, I
think we have to look into this new development. We have to see how
damaging this event was to New Orleans.”

John Hyder stood up and
began to pace. “Um, we know for certain that on June 6, 1883, Twain
was on the steamboat Natchez
for a trip upriver from New Orleans for a rest.
And now the drone shows us that there’s a flood or something on
that date, and Samuel Clemens was never seen after that date.
Coincidence?” Hyder shook his head. “I don’t think so. I think
the Natchez was
swamped or sunk and that’s why Clemens hasn’t been seen since then.
I think we have to send another drone back to a later date to see
how bad the flood was, what caused it and determine if he reappears
at all.”

“I agree,” said Muldey. “I
read where New Orleans was devastated back in 2005, and if there
was something similar in 1883, it would have been worse. They
didn’t have the resources back then to recover.”

Sergi went to the door and opened it.
Outside stood Ted, the group’s special attendant who was on call
whenever they were in session. The slim, dark haired young man
entered the office at Sergi’s wave. He stood before the group and
had his notebook at the ready for instructions. Sergi closed the
door behind him and said, “Ted, we have to send another drone
back.”

Ted nodded and made a notation. “Time?”

Sergi looked at the group, his eyebrows
arched in question.

Muldey spoke up. “I’d suggest one to two
weeks after the latest visit.” She closed her eyes in thought. “I’d
say June 15, 1883. Do you agree?”

They all nodded, and Ted noted it in his
book. He then asked, “Place?”

“Same as the last,” Muldey
responded. “New Orleans. Full scan of the entire city from five
thousand feet up right down to sea level. Try to get some fix on
the levees. Maybe we can see the extent of the damage to
them.”

Ted finished writing and closed his book.
“Got it. I’ll send it out right away and have the results ready in
one hour.”

Sergi nodded and opened the door. “I suggest
we break for lunch and be back here in one hour,” he said. They
emptied the room to await the probe’s new hologram.

An hour later they were back in their places
around the table and watching the new hologram. The scene showed
nothing but dark brown water. The only difference was that just the
treetops and the roofs of the highest buildings of New Orleans were
visible.

The Time Watchers sat speechless, and Sergi
shut off the hologram.

“Let’s sum this up,” he
said. “We know a flood of that magnitude could take lots of lives.
We know that it could really hurt the economy of the early United
States. It would have destroyed a lot of the ports so vital to
trade and commerce. And it could have been the cause of Mark
Twain’s disappearance. Does that about sum it up?” he asked the
group.

They sat in silence. Then Jerry Sullivan
half-raised his hand and said, “I have an idea. Let’s send another
probe back to about an hour before the river surged. If the first
probe saw the water coming at it as it flew downriver, it probably
was seeing the waters from Lake Pontchartrain flooding the city. If
we send another probe back to the lakefront area, we might see what
caused the levee to fail in such a catastrophic way. Maybe it was
an earthquake.”

“No,” said Muldey her white
hair flying as she shook her head. “There was never a fault line
along that area. It must have been a failure of a
levee.”

“That’s a mighty big
failure,” said Sergi. “I think it was more than one levee that
went.”

Muldey nodded again. “Highly unlikely. But I
agree with Jerry, send the probe back to check the levees along the
lakefront.”

The group indicated consensus and Ted resent
the butterfly-probe back to the specified time.

An hour later they were sipping coffee, and
Ted could tell they were getting tired as they tried to get to the
cause of Lake Pontchartrain cascading over the levees designed to
hold it back. He set up the hologram from the probe’s latest trip
back to 1883. They all leaned forward as the scene unfolded once
again. Ted had the probe appear in a fairly deserted area outside
of Chalmette so no one would witness its arrival. He flew the
butterfly up the Mississippi, the water moving beneath its wings,
but this time the river was flowing in the lazy way it did when it
was calm. The probe made a right turn as it approached New Orleans
and did a slow fly-by over the city. It headed toward the lakefront
and over the levees holding back the water. A few small boats were
out for some fishing as townspeople strolled along the
lakefront.

All of sudden the Time
Watchers saw it, a large white steamship docked at a wharf. It was
a twin-stacked stern-wheeler and as the probe got closer, they
could see the name on the side, Natchez.

“He’s on
that steamer!” exclaimed Sergi as he jumped up. “According to my
records, Mark Twain was on the Natchez on this date. So what we are
seeing now is the way it should happen. So far, so
good.”

Just then the ship exploded in a huge
fireball. It engulfed the entire area of the dockside and rolled
into the city. It seemed to grow as it expanded into a black and
red cloud with flames shooting up. More explosions started in the
stores abutting the docks, along with the cargo stacked along the
wharf. As the debris drifted back to Earth through the smoke, a
shuddering was seen along the blackened area. Slowly at first, then
gathering speed, the waters of Lake Pontchartrain surged into the
city past where the levees had been. People began to run in panic,
but they were no match for the speed of the water. As the probe
watched from a safe height, the town was slowly submerged. New
Orleans as they knew it was gone . . . and so was Samuel “Mark
Twain” Clemens.

Joseph Sergi pushed back
his chair and looked at the others. “If you feel as tired as I am,
I suggest we return tomorrow after a good night’s sleep. I also
suggest we give thought as to why the Natchez exploded. I for one am not
versed on ships of this period and would like to do some research
before taking the next step.” He rose and said, “Agreed?” Everyone
nodded. “Fine then,” he said, wearily. “I say we all return at nine
in the morning.” He walked toward the door and the others
followed.

 


The next morning the Time Tracking group met
as scheduled. They took their seats and Sergi stood and addressed
them.

“All I got from the
historical records of the period was that these steamboats were
overall pretty reliable and safe vessels. But if they blew up, it
was mostly because the water pump failed and the boilers didn’t get
enough cold water to keep them cool.”

John Hyder raised his hand and got to his
feet. “Yes, I read that, too. But I also read they had a
pressure-relief valve on each of the boilers that powered the ship.
Some of these rear-wheelers were powered by nine steam engines.
They heated water in boilers, which then turned into steam, which
turned a gear that turned the rear paddle wheel propelling it
forward. Now, if the pressure built up too fast, the
pressure-relief valve opened, letting some of the steam blow off to
keep a safe pressure in the boiler. If the pressure-relief valve
stuck, it wouldn’t open to let the boiler blow off steam and the
pressure became so great the boilers exploded.”

“What would cause the valve
to stick?” asked Maryellen Muldey.

“Not sure,” said Sergi,
“but they were made of iron and had springs in them, so you have
lots of things that can fail.” A look around the table showed Sergi
that the group agreed with this theory. He went on, “We have to
send someone back to prevent this tragedy. Especially since this
never happened in our history. I have the computers working up a
possible future with New Orleans and Mark Twain gone. Tim will
bring in the data when it’s finished processing. Now what type of
person should we send back?”

“I would imagine we should
send a sailor,” said Jerry Sullivan, as he cleaned his
already-clean glasses.

“Someone who knows ships,”
Maryellen Muldey said in seconding the motion. “I think Jerry’s
right. A sailor would be familiar with that stuff.”

“I don’t think so,” said
Anthony Landi as he stood and faced them. “I think we need an
engineer or someone who understands that type of engine. I don’t
believe a sailor would necessarily know the workings of the ship’s
engines, but an engineer would. And that’s what I think we need
here, someone who knows if a valve is stuck or broken.” He sat back
down.

Joseph Sergi nodded and said, “That sounds
about right to me, Anthony.” He scanned those assembled and asked,
“What do you all think?”

Members of the group looked at each other
for confirmation and in near-unison said they agreed.

There was a tap at the door and Sergi opened
it.

Ted stood there holding some sheets of
paper. “The computer data you requested, Mr. Sergi,” he said,
handing them over.

Sergi thanked him, sat at the table and
glanced at the printed matter for a few minutes. “As I thought,” he
said. “If this explosion is allowed to take place, we lose not only
the use of the port for many years to come, but the economy of the
U.S. is hit hard. Future oil refineries are in jeopardy of ever
being built.” He read more, then said, “And worse, there are many
people killed who are direct ancestors of people who perform great
works over the years—a possible forty-nine persons who were in
government, thirty-six who became doctors and one hundred and
thirty-four artists and writers.”

He put the papers down and
looked at the group. “Ladies and gentleman, we just cannot let this
happen. We have to stop the Natchez
from blowing up.” He went to the door and motioned
Ted back in. “Ted,” said Sergi, “Am I right in saying that Edmund
Scott is our contact to The 1800 Club in 2011?”

Ted nodded, “Yes sir, he’s a direct ancestor
of Mr. Bill Scott. In fact, Edmund is his grandson.”

“Good,” said Sergi. “I’m
going to write an electronic message I’d like him to deliver to
Scott in 2011. It’ll be ready in an hour.”

“Yes sir,” Ted responded,
“I’ll be right outside the door.” He went back out as Sergi began
to write up the mission order.

 


DATELINE: 2011 PLACE: THE 1800 CLUB, NEW
YORK CITY

Is that a knock at the
door? Bill Scott thought.
“Can’t be,” he murmured,
looking at the clock by his bed. Three-ten
in the morning, he thought as he turned
over, but there it was again, a definite knock at the door. Not
just any door though. It was the Time Portal door. As he stumbled
toward it he was thankful that he had had the room off the living
room converted to his bedroom. It was closer to the door that made
this club so important.

Pulling a terry-cloth robe tight around his
tall frame, he said, “Okay, okay, I’ll be right there.” He fumbled
for the key around his neck and opened the lock, then the door.

“Edmund,” he said as he saw
his future grandson. “Come in, Ed.” He took him over to one of the
overstuffed chairs in the living room. “Sit, relax.”

Edmund smiled as he caught his breath and
said, “Greetings, Bill. You’re looking great. Come the holidays, I
know what to get you,” he said, as he pointed to Bill’s tattered
bathrobe.

“Don’t be a wise-butt . .
.” Bill answered. “I was going to pass this on to you as sort of an
heirloom.”

Edmund nodded as he tried to breathe and
laugh at the same time. “Don’t make me laugh, Grandpa, it hurts to
breathe this foul air,” he said jokingly.

“Can I get you something to
drink, Edmund?”

The young man from the future shook his head
no. “Thanks anyway. And before I pass out from your heavy air, let
me give you this.” He handed Bill a small, square silver box. “Put
it on the coffee table and depress the top button. It’s a hologram
of New Orleans and a message from Joseph Sergi, the council member
whose case this is.”

Bill did as he was told and was soon
listening to Sergi’s message.

“Greetings, Mr. Scott. I’ve
been asked by the council to once again give you their thanks on
the Hindenburg mission. We read the debrief and understand all that
Mr. Brand went through. He did an outstanding job. Now, this
mission is another bit of a puzzle to us.”

Bill noticed that Edmund sat back with his
eyes closed.

The message continued, “As you will see, New
Orleans was devastated by a wall of water that breeched their levee
system. We lost many great people of history. Not to diminish the
many others who died, but there are many who will not do what
history assigned them to do, and that would be unbearable. The U.S.
as a whole will be hurt for an incalculable time because of the
loss of the seaports and oil that came from that area. Stories will
never be written, sick people will never be cured, works of art
will never be created and it will continue even past my time if
this is not rectified.”

The message paused as if
for effect, then continued. “We think a problem with the
steamboat Natchez’s boilers caused the explosion, but we still can’t understand
why the explosion was so large. We think it would be best to send
back an engineer; however, we leave it up to you to choose the best
person for the mission. If you need anything, Mr. Scott, just let
us know. We all thank you in advance.” The hologram went
clear.

Bill was still looking at the empty spot
where he saw New Orleans disappear in a great flood. He turned and
looked at his future grandson and said, “This could be a toughie,
Edmund. I have to give it some thought. Got to pick the right
person. I’m not an engineer so I’ll go through the club members’
resumes tonight.”

Edmund looked tired as he sat looking back
at Bill.

Bill stood up. “Come on, Ed, I’m getting you
back home where you can breathe.” He took the young man’s arm and
helped him out of the chair.

Edmund said in a whisper, “Do you understand
the mission?”

Bill nodded as he opened the door. “Yep. Now
go home and take a deep breath. I’m on the case, so relax.” He gave
his future grandson a hug. “Take that back with you, sonny,” he
said with a smile. He closed the door and went to his study.

There was another tap at his door, but this
time it was the door to his apartment. He opened it and there stood
Matt, his butler, with a cup of hot chocolate. He was also in his
robe and although his hair was messed, he still had his upright
bearing.

“I heard the other door
open and I thought you might need this, sir.”

Bill took the mug and smiled. “Matt, you are
the best. Thanks. Now go back to bed.”

Matt bowed slightly from the waist and said,
“Very well sir,” as he went back down the hall.

 


Bill went through the resumes of the club
members. He looked for an engineer, especially an engineer who
worked on marine engines. No one in the club fit that category so
he started looking at members’ hobbies.

After two hours he found a
fit. Thomas “Whitey” Madden,
he thought, as he highlighted the name in bold
type on his laptop. He read on. Born: 1970
in Brooklyn, New York; Profession: New York City Police Detective;
Single and lives alone; Hair color: Blond; Height and weight; 5
feet 11 inches, 185 pounds.

Bill remembered talking to Madden a few
weeks ago. He was dressed in an 1865 New York City policeman’s
uniform, the same type his great-great-grandfather had worn when he
was a policeman stationed in Brooklyn. Tom Madden had a handlebar
mustache that gave his handsome face a rugged look. It was also
perfect for a person in the 1800s. It seemed that Madden had worked
on a steam-driven locomotive when he was in the U.S. Army. The Army
somehow had assigned him to drive the old train that circled Fort
Knox. They taught him not only how to drive it but also to keep it
running, and according to his own notes, he had to know every inch
of the steam engine.

Bill felt he had his man, now all he had to
do was convince Thomas Madden that he was that man. Scott looked up
the next day’s club reservation list and saw Madden’s name on
it.

Good, he thought, hopefully by this time
tomorrow I’ll be able to let the people uptime know the mission has
started. Now I have to get some sleep. He
went back to bed.

 


The next evening, Bill was dressed for
dinner and was just checking his pocket watch as Matt tapped on his
door.

“Dinner will be served in
five minutes, sir,” he said through the closed door.

“Is Madden here, Matt?”
Bill asked as he logged off his computer.

“Yes sir, he is,” Matt
answered.

“Good,” Bill said as he
stepped in front of the tall mirror and looked at his attire. He
wore a dark brown jacket over a highly starched white shirt that
sported a brown cravat at the neck. His pressed tan slacks draped
easily over the high-buttoned brown shoes. He straightened the
cravat and satisfied opened the door and they walked down the hall
to the stairs that would take them into the den next to the dining
room.

The room was full, Bill noticed. He smiled
to himself remembering when he was just a typical member before
past president Prescot Stevens brought him into the world of time
travel. As he looked around he knew the members were playacting as
their favorite characters in a by-gone time: the 1800s.

As usual the Border brothers were dressed in
tuxedos as though they were going out to a stage play after dinner.
One had a white silk scarf draped over his shoulders and the other,
a black silk scarf. Their conversation revolved around which was
the more acceptable for eveningwear.

Josie Finnell was talking to Stan Videl.
Stan wore a pinstriped three-piece suit and his white shirt set off
his rugged tan. When he walked into the room women always gathered
to him. Bill smiled as Josie dropped her dainty white handkerchief
and Stan retrieved it. Kerby Cottonwood, a new member, stood in a
corner watching the members chat. He was dressed as an American
Indian scout. Bill remembered reading how his
great-great-grandfather had been a scout at one time for General
Custer.

This, Bill thought as he looked around, was
what the club was all about. Leave your present-day identity at the
door and become whoever you secretly always wanted to
be.

Colonel Philip Corouso was dressed in his
usual U.S. Army dress-blue uniform with crossed cannons on his
lapel. Bill noticed that he had a new ribbon on his tunic. He was
talking to Tom Cradel, a New York stockbroker, about his
dissatisfaction with the way the War Between the States was being
run.

Bill mingled with the crowd as he looked for
Thomas Madden. Matt caught his eye and tilted his head toward a
small knot of people. In the center, telling a story, was Thomas
Madden.

Dressed as an 1865 policeman, he was telling
a story that in all probability was true and had happened to his
great-grandfather and had been passed down through the family. He
was animated as he related, “ . . . so there we were, all of the
four o’clock shift waiting to be relieved at midnight. Now, we had
a few drinks in us and were standing on the docks in Red Hook,
Brooklyn as a full moon illuminated some empty beer bottles we had
set up on the pilings. We were shooting our pistols at the bottles,
and not with much success I might add, when our relief showed up.
Well, not to be outdone, they joined us in shooting at the bottles.
Soon we had pretty much the entire precinct shooting at empty beer
bottles in the Hook. To make a long story short, the whole precinct
was out of bullets and the 12 to 8 shift was on duty with empty
guns.” The crowd was laughing as Madden mimicked a man looking at
his empty pistol.

Matt announced that dinner was being served
and Bill took the opportunity to walk next to Madden.

“Mr. Madden,” he said, “you
certainly can hold a crowd spellbound.”

“I learned a long time ago
that if you keep a crowd listening to you, then they won’t have
time to get rowdy,” he said, winking at Bill. “It’s an old police
trick that’s been around for years but not mastered by many,
President Scott.”

“Better to use one’s head
rather than one’s pistol. Eh, Mr. Madden?”

“Well said, Mr. President,
well said,” answered Madden as they headed towards the
table.

“Will you sit at my right
this evening, Mr. Madden?” asked Bill.

Thomas Madden gave a big Irish smile as he
said, “Why, Mr. President, I’d be honored.”

“Believe
me the honor is all mine, sir,” said Bill. “The club is only as
good as its members. Besides, I’m intrigued by police stories.
Especially if I hear them firsthand and don’t have to read them in
the Police Gazette.”

They chatted through dinner and when it was
over the diners retired to the club’s den for brandy and cigars.
Bill steered Madden to a balcony. The evening air was cool and a
refreshing change to the club that didn’t have air conditioning.
Such technology would have been out of character for the 1800s.

“Beautiful evening, isn’t
it, Mr. Madden,” asked Bill through a cloud of smoke.

The other man nodded and raised his glass.
“Mr. President,” he said, “to The 1800 Club. You can’t imagine how
refreshing it is to come here after doing a tour in the city.”

Bill nodded. “Oh but I can,” he said.
“Before I became club president I was working eight to ten hours a
day. Then Prescot Stevens, our previous club president, handed the
presidency over to me, and now I work twenty-four hours a day.”

Madden broke up at that, and they clinked
glasses. Bill took a sip of his brandy and looked at Madden as he
also took a sip. At a little under six feet he came close to Bill’s
height. Thomas Madden was a well-built man who carried his 185
pounds well. They put their drinks down on the concrete railing
that wrapped around the balcony and Bill said, “Mr. Madden, if you
aren’t in a great hurry this evening, I’d like to show you parts of
the club that are generally off-limits to members.”

“Why?” asked Madden.
“Please excuse me for being so direct, but as a policeman when I’m
offered something that others are not, I have to wonder
why.”

Bill took another pull on his cigar and
smiled. “I understand, Mr. Madden. But think of this as the next
step in being an 1800 Club member.”

Madden was quiet for a moment, then asked,
“Other Club members been ‘upgraded,’ too, so to speak?”

“Yes,” Bill said. “A few
others have been let in on other parts of the club’s operations.
And, as you can guess, they have been asked to keep it a
secret.”

“Well,” said Madden, “that
would answer why I haven’t heard of this before.” He smiled at his
host and said, “Boy, I’d be damned happy to see more of the club.
I’m ready whenever you are.”

Later, the grandfather clock struck ten, and
a few people started drifting out of the den and saying good night
to other members. By eleven o’clock all the guests had changed back
into their 2011 clothes and left for home. Matt started cleaning up
as Bill walked toward the staircase that went up to his
apartment.

“Come this way, Mr.
Madden,” Bill said. They went up the stairs and into the
apartment.

Madden looked around. He saw the desk Bill
used for his laptop. “Wow! That’s a beauty!” he exclaimed. Then he
saw the overstuffed chairs and an 1860s coffee table. “President
Scott, you have some beautiful period pieces. They are
fantastic.”

Bill smiled as he motioned to the chair.
“Please sit down.”

“Sit?” Madden said. “Sit in
that chair? But it’s priceless.”

“I insist,” said Bill.
“They were made for comfort, so be comfortable.”

Madden sat down easily and smiled with
pleasure. “Boy,” he said. “They really made them for comfort.” He
patted the arm. “Feels like it was made yesterday.”

Matt entered with a tray carrying brandy and
glasses. He put it down on the table and left. Bill poured two
drinks and offered one to Madden. Madden picked it up and Bill
said, “Mr. Madden, may I call you Thomas?”

“My friends call me Tom.
Tom or Whitey, whichever you prefer.”

Bill raised his glass, “As you said, Tom,
here’s to The 1800 Club.” They each took a drink and Bill
continued, “Please, call me Bill.”

Tom nodded, “Bill it is.” He looked around.
“This is a great apartment. It really gives the feeling of being in
the 1800s.”

Bill nodded. “It does. It’s one of the perks
of the job, but it’s also one of the ways I keep in character
almost twenty-four seven.” He paused. “I guess that as a policeman
you get to see pretty much everything. Not too many things surprise
you, I imagine.”

Tom nodded. “Yep! Some of it not so nice.
That’s one of the reasons I love this club. It’s like going back to
a time when things were easygoing and less hectic.”

Bill smiled knowingly. “Oh I think they have
their hectic moments.” He put his drink down and sat forward. “As a
policeman, I imagine you have to see things to believe them. I
mean, you want to see evidence before you make a judgment. Am I
right?”

Tom shrugged his broad shoulders. “I guess
so. In my business people try to hide facts from me and I have to
see beyond what they offer me as a story. So, yes, I have to seek
hard evidence before I can make a judgment.”

“Then if you look around my
apartment, all the evidence says you’re sitting in an office in
1865. Correct?”

“Not when I see your
laptop.”

Bill smiled and held up his
hand. “Got me there. So if it were out of sight, would you believe
you were back in the 1800s?”

“Sure,” Tom said, “but my
mind keeps it real. It says that I’m still in 2011. It says there’s
no such thing as going back in time to the 1800s.”

Bill nodded. “You joined the club because it
gives you the chance to do some playacting. A chance to make
believe that you are back in the 1800s. Correct?”

“I guess so,” Tom said.
“I’ve always liked to read about that time, so I guess that’s a big
reason I joined.” He leaned back in the easy chair and began to
reminisce. “My grandfather was a cop and he used to tell me about
his grandfather who was a cop, too. “He came over from Ireland and
started a tradition of Maddens being on the force. He was stationed
in Brooklyn in 1864 till 1882. He left a daily diary and it kind of
got me interested in that period. It was tough on him as an
immigrant, and I have to hand it to him for sticking it
out.”

He looked over at Bill. “Hey, it might sound
crazy, but every now and then I go past his old precinct in
Brooklyn and picture him there. You know, like him going out on a
tour, or coming back from one.”

Bill nodded. “Wouldn’t it be great to be
able to go back and see him?”

Tom smiled and nodded in agreement. “Boy,
that would be the best.”

“You couldn’t let him know
who you are, of course,” Bill said.

Tom looked at him in
puzzlement. “You mean if I could
go back. Right?”

“Of course, that’s what I
mean. What else could I mean? But as you said you are a policeman.
You can listen to whatever I tell you and not make a judgment. You
would just demand that I produce evidence before you make a
judgment. Correct?”

“Yes,” Tom said
thoughtfully. “Why? Is this part of the next step in being a club
member?”

“Sort of. If I know that
you would not refute what I say until you can prove me wrong, then
it’s part of the next step. Can I tell you something without you
saying it’s impossible until I show you the proof?”

Tom did a slow nod. “Yes, I can keep it
professional. What is it?”

Bill pointed to the large mahogany door with
ornate brass hinges and lock. “Tom, if we went through that door I
can take you back to 1864. I can take you to see your
great-great-grandfather go out on a tour from that Brooklyn
precinct.”

He watched as Tom digested that information
and before he could say anything Bill went on, ”And I have proof.
Shall I show you?”

“Um, so is this part of the
club’s magic? Take one member at a time, sit them here and tell
them they really are a door away from being back in the time period
that they’d love to visit?”

“Don’t speculate,” Bill
said with a smile. “It’ll lead you to making a judgment before you
have seen the evidence. Remember your training as a
policeman.”

Tom opened his hands and shrugged his
shoulders. “Right you are, right you are.” He clasped his hands
shut and sat back. “Okay, you can take me back to the 1800s and you
have proof right behind that door. I’m all for it. Let’s go.” He
stood as though to call Bill’s bluff.

Bill smiled as he rose and produced a key
from beneath his starched white shirt. “Follow me,” he said as he
walked toward the door. “Follow me for the trip of your life.”

He opened the door and Tom saw the
flickering light produced by the hissing gas lamps that lit a
brick-walled stairway leading downward. They entered and he felt
cool air flow past his cheeks. He half expected Bill to stop at
this point and tell him he had passed the test or whatever this
was, but they came to another door. This one was made of steel but
had the same ornate hinges and hardware of the mahogany one at the
top of the stairs.

Bill turned and smiled as he opened the
lock. “Are you ready? Ready for your dream to come true?”

Tom smiled back as Bill swung open the door
and stepped out. He turned and motioned Tom forward, and they
stepped out into the garden.

 


DATELINE: SEPTEMBER 15, 1864, PLACE: THE
1800 CLUB’S GARDEN, NEW YORK CITY

Tom looked around and saw the
eight-foot-high walls surrounding one of the most beautiful gardens
he had ever seen. Birds and butterflies flew and danced among the
colorful flowers, shrubs and trees. There was a small pond filled
with fish and water plants. At the end of the garden was a wrought
iron gate that looked out onto a cobblestone street. He turned to
Bill as he realized the sun was high in the sky.

“How? I mean, how is the
sun up when it’s after eleven in the evening?” He shook his head as
he looked around. “What’s going on, Bill? How did you do
this?”

Bill put a hand on Tom’s shoulder and said,
“I tried to ease you into this, Tom. The door really allows me to
travel back in time. At this moment we are in September 15, 1864. I
totally know that you are in a state of disbelief and a bit of
shock. I know because I was there. When the past president brought
me back here, I was in the same situation you are now, and it took
me awhile to realize that I was back in time.”

Tom walked over to the gate and peered out.
He turned to Bill and said, “Okay, so it looks like an old street,
but aside from the sun, we could be in an old section of New York
City. I mean, a section that was never destroyed by so-called
modernization.” He tried the gate. It was locked.

Bill stepped forward and once again produced
the key, inserted it into the lock and noiselessly swung open the
heavy gate. He tilted his head toward the cobblestone street.
“Shall we step out, Officer Madden?”

Tom eagerly stepped out. He looked up and
down the quiet, tree-lined street. “Wow!” he said in a low voice.
“This sure looks real.”

Bill motioned to his police badge. “I have
to ask you to remove your badge. If a real 1864 policeman strolled
by he’d have lots of questions to ask you. Questions we can’t
answer.”

Tom looked back at him, furrowed his brow
and said in a mumbling voice, “Er . . . yes, I guess they would. I
mean,” he said, removing the badge, “assuming we really are back in
time.”

Bill chuckled as he followed Tom out and
locked the gate behind them. He took out his pocket watch and said,
“It’s just before noon. Shall we stroll?” All Tom could do was nod
in agreement.

Bill took the lead and they walked in a
leisurely pace to the corner, with Tom a half-step behind. At the
intersection Bill said, “I know you are still not fully sure that
we’ve traveled back, but let me assure you that we have. And should
we meet people, I beg that you stay in ‘club time’ and allow me to
do the talking.”

Tom once again nodded in the affirmative.
They continued their walk with Bill pointing out various things
such as gas lamps, overhead telephone wires and many trees that
were later cut down in the name of progress. He also pointed out
the horse waste strewn throughout the streets.

“Just watch your
step.”

Tom wrinkled his nose in agreement.

The newest time traveler
was agog with the sights before him. They were approaching a small
area of stores and he saw people walking about. This just can’t be! Tom
thought. This is impossible, but there’s
no way the club could have set all this up. There’s no way they
could have kept this a secret in New York City. He paused in his thoughts, and then continued,
that can only mean one thing. I’m back in
time. 

He turned to Bill who was also looking
around like a tourist. “We really are here, aren’t we? I mean, you
really took me back to the 1800s?” Bill nodded. “My God, man,” said
Tom, “this is amazing.”

They were passing a small candy store with a
heavyset dark-haired woman sweeping the sidewalk with a well-worn
broom. Tom stopped. “Is it all right if I buy something? Some of
that candy?” he said, pointing to a slip of white paper about three
inches wide and ten inches long. It was dotted with colored candy
drops.

Bill smiled. “Of course, but I bet you don’t
have the currency needed for this period. Right?”

Tom’s face showed the reality. He wasn’t
prepared for this. Bill put his hand in his pocket, grinned and
gave him some coins.

Tom looked at them.
1862, he thought.
Bill was ready to come here right from the
start. 

They went into the store, and Tom pointed
out the candy to the woman who followed them in. She shuffled over
and wrapped the candy in a piece of brown paper. She pushed back a
strand of dark hair that had come loose from the bun on top her
head. Tom gave her a nickel and she gave him four cents change. He
looked at the coins in disbelief.

“Wrong change, sir?” she
asked.

“No, no, sorry,” Tom said
quickly. “It’s the right change. Thank you very much.”

“It’s little things that
make us realize that the people from the past are the same as the
people from our time,” Bill said, as they resumed their
walk.

Tom stopped as they reached the next corner.
“I have a question to ask you,” he said as he picked a candy dot
off the paper and put it in his mouth. He offered one to Bill who
took one and said,

“I’m sure you have a
million questions, Tom. Shoot away.”

“More like a million and
one of them. But let me ask you . . . have you shown this ability
to the other members, too?”

“No,” Bill answered as he
shook his head. “Not all of them. In fact, just two
others.”

“Why only three of us? Why
not all when we joined?”

Bill grinned at him. “Tom, think back to
when you joined. If I had said, ‘oh and by the way, you get to
travel back in time,’ you would have walked out right away thinking
the place was loaded with kooks. Am I right?”

Tom looked sheepish. “Yeah, I guess so. So
why me and why the other two?”

“Because I needed them for
a mission. Just as I need you for a mission.”

Tom looked puzzled. “Mission? What kind of a
mission?”

“Before we talk about the
mission, isn’t there something you said you would like to do if you
could get back here?”

Tom’s eyes went wide. “You don’t mean go see
my great-great-grandfather, do you?”

Bill nodded as he saw a horse drawn cab
approaching. “Should I get the cab?” he asked.

Tom stood for a second in thought, then
said. “Absolutely! I must do this. I have to see him.”

Bill waved and the cab stopped in front of
them. Two big, gray horses with sweat running down their backs
stood there literally chomping at their bits as the cab rocked
slightly on it’s steel springs.

“Where to, gentleman?”
asked the driver, as he deftly reached down and flicked open the
side door of the carriage. The man had a scarf around his mouth and
nose, his way of fighting the smells of the city as his horses
added to them.

Bill looked at Tom who responded, “Brooklyn.
Union and Court Streets. The 76th Precinct.” The driver snapped the
whip over the horses’ heads and they were off.

"Hope you don't get seasick," said Bill in a
low voice.

Tom shrugged his shoulders and answered,
"No, why?"

"Because we have to take a ferry," he said
still in a low voice, "the Brooklyn Bridge hasn't been built
yet."

Tom’s eyebrows arched, "Ohh, wow! Hadn't
thought of that."

They went down Broadway to Water Street and
the Manhattan/Brooklyn Ferry. Both men watched as the driver edged
through the traffic of other horse-drawn wagons to a spot close to
the front.

When they stopped Tom and Bill got out. The
driver sat with his foot on the brake holding the reins as he
lowered his scarf to take advantage of the sweeter air coming off
the river. The engine rumbled and they walked to the railing and
held on as the ferry wallowed out into the waters between New York
and Brooklyn. They scanned the skyline and reacted to it as though
they were out-of-towners. They were pointing out spots long gone in
their time and spots where tall buildings would appear. They both
went silent as they gazed on the spot where the Twin Towers would
stand for a relatively short time.

As they closed to the far shore the ferry's
whistle signaled and the people went back to their carriages and
wagons. They docked with a bump against the wharf at the foot of
Atlantic Avenue and once again the controlled chaos started as the
ferry emptied.

After a teeth-jarring carriage ride along a
cobble-stoned Atlantic Avenue they made a right turn at the
Brooklyn water front. They rolled along about twenty blocks until
they reached Union Street and made a left turn.

The predominately Italian neighborhood was
filled with vending carts selling fruits and vegetables. There was
hardly enough room for the carriage to pass and a small
enterprising boy went in front pushing carts out of the way. When
the carriage reached the police precinct on Union and Court the
driver tossed him a coin. The boy ran off shouting in old-world
Italian of his good luck.

“Wait here for us, driver?”
Bill asked, handing him two dollars. The driver tipped his hat,
stuck a pipe in his mouth and agreed to wait. Bill turned to Tom
who stood there quietly looking at the police station wide-eyed.
“He may not be there, Tom.” Bill said.

“I know,” Tom said in a low
voice, “but I have to see.” He started walking toward it when Bill
stopped him.

“What are you going to
say?”

Tom looked lost. “What? What am I going . .
. oh . . . I . . . I don’t know. What should I say?”

“You can’t say who you
really are; they’d put you away for being some sort of a crazy
person. These are some of the things you have to think about.
You’re really back here, not at the club playacting.”

Tom seemed to come around. “Right. Sorry. I
didn’t think about any of this. Any suggestions?”

Bill nodded, “Sure. I’ve got plenty of them.
But what would you do in an undercover situation? A situation where
you have to get in and have to come up with a story on the
spot?”

Tom thought and looked at Bill. “Man, you
are right. I know what to do. I’m going to ask the desk sergeant
how a person goes about joining the force.”

Bill smiled. “That’s it. Now what’s your
name?”

Again Tom looked puzzled. “My name? Tom Madd
. . . oh, wait! I can’t be Tom Madden. My great-great-grandfather’s
name is Tom Madden.”

“Right,” said Bill. “Use
Jack Kelly. It’s worked for me in the past. And I do mean in the
past. But that’s another story. Now first we have to get rid of
your blue police coat. Removing the badge isn’t going to be enough
if we go into a police station.”

He looked around and spotted a men’s
clothing store across the street. ”This way,” he said. A small man
with thick glasses turned at the sound of the bell that sounded as
they opened the door. He feigned concern as Bill explained his
friends’ loss of clothes on the train from Chicago. They picked out
a jacket and five minutes later were walking toward the police
station with Tom wearing a blue tweed jacket that came close to
matching the color of his pants. He had his police jacket wrapped
up in brown paper under his arm.

They walked up the steps of the brownstone
police station and entered through a large, heavy wooden door with
glass windows. The floor was wooden, and Tom remembered walking on
the same floor years in the future as he did research on a school
project.

Policemen in tall helmets were walking in
and out as they went or came back from patrol. The station was a
bustle of activity just as they were throughout the ages, Tom
mused. The sergeant’s tall mahogany desk was also the same kind he
remembered, but this sergeant was a heavyset redheaded man sporting
a handlebar mustache and thick sideburns. Tom was surprised at how
he felt right at home.

The sergeant looked down at them both. “Can
I be of service, gentleman?” he said with his hands clasped.

Tom nodded and spoke. “Yes sir. I was
wondering if you could give me some advice on how to go about
joining this fine establishment?”

The sergeant squinted at him, and then put
on his eyeglasses. He broke into a wide grin as he stood now, with
both hands on the desktop looking down at Tom. “My God, man, you
are the spittin’ image of Whitey Madden. Tell me, lad, did he put
you up to this? Is he trying to fool with the ol’ sarge? ’Cause if
he is I’ll cuff his ears. Now where is he?”

Bill and Tom looked at each other. Tom
looked at the desk sergeant and shrugged. “Sir, I don’t know what
you’re talking about.”

The sergeant stepped down from behind the
desk and grabbed a few of the policemen in the house, “McGrady,
Higgins, come here. Tell me who this rascal looks like.”

A small army of blue gathered. “My Lord,”
said Higgins, “it’s Whitey Madden himself. But a shorter Madden.
’Tis like looking at his son. That is if he had one.”

“Maybe he does,” said a
short thin detective. “Maybe he has another life he doesn’t speak
of.”

The men laughed. The sergeant commanded,
“Higgins! Give a shout up the stairs. He should be up there writing
a report.”

Higgins walked over to the wooden staircase
and shouted, “Madden! Come down. The sergeant wants you to identify
this mug.”

An answer of sorts came back down and
footfalls were heard on the wooden stairs. Whitey Madden appeared,
putting his jacket on and mumbling, “I’m off duty, sergeant. If you
need a lineup using my services you’ll have to talk to me about
some time off.” He got to the bottom of the stairs and as he faced
Tom, his eyes opened wide.

“My God, lad. Where did you
come from? Are you from my sainted mother’s sister’s side? Have you
only arrived today?”

Bill felt he was looking at
twins. And except for Tom being a few inches shorter than his
great-great-grandfather they seemed identical. Tom shook his head
not sure what to say. He looked at Bill and got back a look that
said, Make it work. He felt this was the undercover assignment of his
life.

He relaxed and said in as casual voice as he
could, “Sir! I am as perplexed as you are! I just picked a random
police station to inquire as how to join the force and am told that
I have a twin here. And looking at you, I must say, that you, sir,
are a good-looking man.”

The policemen around him broke up in
laughter as the sergeant said, “Jeeze, Whitey! He must be related
to you. He’s as loaded with blarney as are you!”

“So,” said Whitey, “you
just happened to come into me precinct?” He shook his head. “Well
no relative, or one that looks like one, is going away without
having a beer with me.” He put out his hand, “Are you for
it?”

They shook hands and Tom said, “Jack Kelly,”
and turning to Bill, “This is Bill Scott, and I’m pleased to make
your acquaintance. And yes, I’d love to have a beer with you.”

The sergeant rolled his eyes as they walked
out, “Lord protect the population. A Madden and a look-alike-Madden
are having a drink together.”

The three of them hopped
into the waiting cab and went to Pete’s Bar & Grill on Seventh
Avenue and Eleventh Street at the police officers’ suggestion. It
was one of the oldest bars in Brooklyn, and there were no stools at
the long bar and sawdust pretty much covered the wooden
floor.

Whitey exclaimed, “If a person has ta’ sit
ta’ have a sip, they’re not a man and have no place in Pete’s.”

Everyone seemed to know Whitey and respect
him. He bought Tom and Bill beers and they talked about the pros
and cons of being a policeman as they ate cheese sandwiches on
pumpernickel bread smeared with horseradish.

It was after more than a
few beers that the bartender caught Whitey’s eye and said under his
breath, “Ahh, Whitey Madden, I do believe Nora Mulvihill is at the
window trying to get your attention.”

Tom started to turn around but Whitey
stopped him. “Don’t look. I wouldn’t want her to think I’m leaving
because I knew she was here.” He took another drink of his beer. “I
sort of have to make as though it’s my idea to leave now,” he said
and winked. “You know, sort of like a game we play. She would be a
great catch, but we make as though we are just good friends, so I
can’t just drop and run if I see her. Ya’ understand, don’t you
lad?”

Tom nodded with a smile as he looked at her
through the bar’s mirror. It was his great-great-grandmother but he
couldn’t say anything. He just smiled. “I understand. Well, we
really have to be going now anyway.”

The big man put out his hand and as they
shook hands, Whitey put his arm around Tom and said, “Jack Kelly,
any time you are around I demand that we have a drink together. And
I do think you would be a great person to have on the force.” He
shook hands with Bill, finished his drink and said, “Now, I really
must go.” He tilted his head toward the window. “I do plan on
marrying Miss Nora Mulvihill and don’t want her thinking I couldn’t
be a good husband and father by being owned by the bottle.”

Tom smiled and said, “I think, Mr. Thomas
Madden, you are not only going to marry her, but have lots of
children, grandchildren, great and great-great-grandchildren. I bet
being a policeman will run in your family because of you.”

The big man looked down at Tom and smiled
warmly. “You take care of yourself, Mr. Kelly. I do hope we cross
paths again. I feel something of a bond between us.” He walked to
the door as good-byes were exchanged from the crowd.

Young Tom Madden looked at Bill and smiled.
“Bill, that was the greatest moment of my life. Thank you for
that.”

Bill noticed his watery eyes. “Let me buy us
a round, then head back to the club.” Tom nodded, and Bill summoned
the bartender.

 


DATELINE: 2011, PLACE: THE 1800 CLUB, NEW
YORK CITY

They reentered the club and locked the doors
behind them. Bill called Matt who brought coffee up for them. The
grandfather clock struck four.

Tom looked at his watch. “Wow, it’s four in
the morning. Time flies when you’re having fun. No pun
intended.”

Bill laughed as he picked up his coffee mug.
“I’d like to brief you on the mission, but if you’re too tired it
can wait until tomorrow.”

 


Tom almost dropped his mug. “Tomorrow? Are
you crazy? I have to hear it all now. Man, I’ll never sleep tonight
anyway. No, I’m wide-awake and all ears. Please, go ahead.”

“Okay,” said Bill as he sat
back in his easy chair. “I’d like to start off by telling you why I
selected you for this mission. I read in your bio that you are
somewhat of an expert on steam engines. Correct?”

Tom nodded. “True, although it was sort of
forced on me by the Army, I really got into them. It’s also a dying
profession.”

“Well, let me tell you what
our mission is all about.”

 


It took the better part of an hour to tell
Tom about Mark Twain disappearing and New Orleans being destroyed.
They were on their second mug of coffee when Bill finished.

“What a story,” said Tom,
as he set down his empty mug. “But let me tell you I have a hard
time believing a steam engine could do that much damage. The people
of that time must have known that these things blew up now and
then. If there was a chance it would do that much damage, they’d
never allow a wharf to be built near a levee.”

Bill looked at him in a different light all
of the sudden. “Never thought of that. And it seems the people from
the future didn’t think of it either.” He sat forward. “It looks
like I picked the right man for this mission.”

He opened a drawer and removed the hologram
that Edmund had given him and set it on the coffee table. “Here,”
he said, “let me show you this. I waited to show you until after I
told you what the mission was so you wouldn’t be shocked.” He
started the hologram and Tom sat back and watched.

When it ended, he was speechless. Bill
refilled the coffee mugs and Tom drank half of his in one gulp, and
then said, “The explosion was devastating. It looked like a tiny
Hiroshima. Maybe, if all nine of her boilers went at once that
could happen, but the chances of that happening are so remote.”

“It’s remote to us, but
maybe not so remote to their time. Maybe it’s just old boilers all
reaching their fatigue limits at the same time. Maybe they were all
the same age and all went through the same climatic changes that
creates rust so if one went it was a kind of like a chain
reaction.”

Tom shrugged his shoulders. “Possible, I
guess.” He looked at Bill. “So what’s the next step?”

“Well,” Bill said, “this is
the time when someone goes back and tries to stop it from
happening. It didn’t really happen yet according to our history,
but sometimes things change slightly and sometimes more than
slightly. That’s why the guys in the future keep an eye on things
with their probes.”

“And,” Tom said, “they
can’t go back and fix it because the air we breathe is too polluted
for them. If they could go back, we wouldn’t even know about time
travel. Right?”

Bill nodded, “Guess so.”

Tom smiled at that. “Kind of neat for us,
huh?”

Bill smiled back. “Yeah, what is considered
‘bad air’ by some, is considered ‘good air’ by others.”

“Well, first thing I have
to do, I guess, is to have a look at those boilers.”

Bill stretched and with a yawn said, “Any
thoughts on how? I can get you any kind of identification you might
need.”

“Tell you what,” Tom said
as he stood and rubbed his eyes. “I’m going to head on home and
think about it. I do my best planning at my kitchen table with pad
and pencil. Some of my best undercover work started right there so
I might as well continue the tradition.”

Bill nodded as he looked at the clock. “I’ll
tell Matt to let you out after you change and also to get some
period clothes ready for you. See you in the morning?”

Tom put out his hand and Bill took it in
his. “This is going to be great, Bill.” Tom said as they shook
hands, “I know I can handle it. I’ve had some pretty tough cases in
my time and I’m happy to say I’ve handled them fairly well. I’m
looking forward to it.”

Scott said, “I saw you in action today. I
have full confidence in your pulling this off.”

Matt escorted Tom back down to the club’s
dressing room.

 


It was eleven the next morning when Matt
called Bill.

“Mr. Madden is here, sir.
Shall I bring him up?”

Bill poured a cup of coffee as he said,
“Yep! I’m decent, bring him up.”

The door opened and Tom entered followed by
Matt carrying a used suitcase.

“’Morning, Tom,” Bill said.
“Like some coffee?”

Tom shook his head. “No thanks, I’ve had two
already.” He waved a piece of paper. “And I think I have a pretty
good cover story.”

Bill motioned to an easy chair in the living
room, “Tell me your plan.”

They both sat down as Matt began laying out
clothes for the club’s newest time traveler. Tom looked over at
Bill and said, “I took the liberty of calling Matt this morning for
some clothes I feel will be needed and my measurements. Also, I
figure if you want to inspect his boat, any captain would look at
you with suspicion, unless the boat was due for an inspection. So
I’m going back as a prospective buyer. Not of his ship, but if I
told a ship’s captain that I want to buy a boat exactly like his
because it’s a beauty, he’ll show me anything I want to see.”

Bill nodded at the logic. “Sounds right to
me. Do you need any paperwork put together for it?”

“Actually
I put together a list of things I’d like to have in a boat. By
copying many of the specifications of the Natchez from online, I will be
looking for just what it has.”

Bill looked at the clothes Matt had set out.
“Let’s see your wardrobe,” he said.

There were three suits of lightweight
material; two were white. Three white dress shirts with black
string ties. One white, straw hat, a pair of white shoes and
another pair of black shoes. A set of work clothes with underwear
of the period. A straight razor and a hard bar of shaving soap with
a bristle brush.

Matt held up some toothpaste and inquired,
“Did you bring your toothbrush, Mr. Madden?”

Tom took his toothbrush out of his inside
breast pocket and held it up. “Just as you suggested, Matt.”

“It looks as though you are
set,” Bill said as he opened his desk drawer. He showed Tom what
looked like a brown, wooden hairbrush but was in fact a
communicator. “Watch closely,” Bill said as he twisted the wooden
top part and it flipped open and became a small keyboard. “If you
need anything, just send me a text message. I don’t have to tell
you to keep it a secret so make sure you’re alone when you use it.
And remember, it’s not like I can appear right next to you, I have
to make the same travel arraignments that you did so it’ll take
time to reach you in an emergency.”

Tom inspected it. “Great. This is really
great.” He put it back together and tucked it into his
suitcase.

Matt handed him some money and a money belt.
“Four hundred and fifty dollars and fifty cents,” said Bill. “Do
you think that’s enough or do you want more?”

Tom stuffed some money into the belt and the
rest into his pocket. “From all I’ve read about this time period,
I’d say this is plenty.”

“Before you change, here’s
some reading material on how to get to New Orleans, from as soon as
you leave the club until you get off the ship in the ‘Big
Easy.’”

Tom sat back with the papers. “I’ll take
that coffee now.”

 


DATELINE: MAY 26, 1883, PLACE: THE 1800
CLUB’S GARDEN

An hour later Tom and Bill
were in front of the club’s garden. Tom noted that the air quality
was worse than the last time he was here. But he thought as he shrugged his
shoulders, I’m back in the 1800s!
A clatter of hooves announced a cab as it turned
the corner. They flagged it down and shook hands as the horse-drawn
cab pulled up to the curb.

With some last-minute advice, Bill said,
“Just keep it real. Remember, you are one of them, not an
observer.”

Tom gave him a thumbs-up as he climbed into
the cab. Looking up to the driver, he said, “New York WaterWays on
Water Street, sir.” As he waved good-bye to Bill the jarring ride
downtown began.

Tom hung on to the leather strap attached to
the frame of the door as the cabbie sped through New York City of
1883. The vibrations when the steel rimmed wheels slid and slipped
on the cobble-stoned streets were not dampened by the primitive
shock absorbers on the carriage and Tom clenched his teeth for fear
of biting his tongue.

Thirty minutes later he was
in the WaterWays office and buying a round-trip ticket aboard the
steamship City of
Keansburg. A schematic of the ship was
framed and mounted on the wall of the entrance. It stated proudly
that she was driven by a single screw and had sail backup. He took
a cabin on the top deck and boarded thirty minutes before she
sailed.

The cabin was a nice size
for a coaster, as the ship was called. The City of Keansburg
sailed at ten knots within eyesight of the
coastline from New York, around the tip of Florida, then into New
Orleans. The cabins on the starboard side were almost all sold out
as that was the side facing inland on the trip down. There were
three meals a day and a snack bar that was open twenty-four hours.
The snacks were mostly cheese, sandwiches, cakes and
candy.

They’re operating the
ancestor of the cruise boat industry, thought Tom as he watched the two tugboats push them away from
the downtown pier. The ship had two bands and the atmosphere was
one of fun and frolic as people almost always strolled the deck and
took deep breaths of the clean fresh air.

They had newspapers
delivered every day by a fast cutter running out to greet the ship
each morning from the city it was passing. And, it was the
newspapers that thrilled Tom more than anything. He laughed as he
read: The light bulb is nothing more than
a passing fad, a gimmick that will surely fade out and never be
anything more than a footlight on the stage of history,
stated Mr. Francis Kirkland, president of The Gas
Light Corporation Of America. Another chuckle was,
That man should fly, is like saying man will
someday be walking on the Moon. This was
said by Mr. Robert Rokiski, president of Sail Boat
magazine.

It became Tom’s ritual to smoke a cigar
every evening on the side of the ship facing out to the deep ocean
while all the other passengers enjoyed watching the lights from
shore on the other side of the ship. On the fourth night he noticed
a crewmember getting some air on deck on the seaward side. He
walked over and as the man saw him, he tossed a cigar over the side
and started to walk away.

“Hello there,” said Tom as
the man realized he had come to a dead end and had to turn
around.

“Good evening, sir,” he
said. “Don’t tell anyone. I just wanted some fresh air.”

Tom shook his head. “I won’t say anything.
And if you want, I’ll watch out for you for a spell. Everyone wants
to see the fireworks on the other side anyway. Take some time and
enjoy the fresh air.”

They both leaned on the rail on the dark
side of the ship enjoying the evening.

“From the engine room?” Tom
said, noticing the grease smears on the man’s shirt and
hands.

The man said, “Yessir, and it gets dang hot
down there.”

Tom nodded and said. “I know.”

The man looked at him with interest. “Are
you an engine man, sir?”

“Yes. Not on ships, though,
on locomotive engines. I know how hot it can get, although not as
hot as I imagine it is in a ship’s engine room.”

The man smiled as he nodded. “Hot it is,
sir. And the coal throws back soot. Some boats use wood. It’s
cleaner handling but doesn’t burn as hot as coal.”

“I’m going
on the paddleboat Natchez
in New Orleans,” said Tom. “Wonder how many
engines she sports?”

The engine man answered, “Nine.”

“Now, that’s heat,” Tom
quipped.

“Yes,” the man answered,
“especially in the heat of the South. No, I’ll take the change in
seasons anytime.”

“I feel the same way,” said
Tom.

As a couple started to come their way, the
man said, “Thank you for allowing me the time to breathe, sir.
Manny is the name. If you want to see the engines, just c’mon down
an’ ask for me.” He trotted off and disappeared into the night.

 


The eight-day trip was uneventful and as
they never really were in the deep ocean, there was no bad weather
to speak of. As they got closer to New Orleans the weather got
progressively warmer, prompting Tom to switch to his white
suit.

They docked in the evening alongside the
very same wharf where the explosion was supposed to take place in
three days: June 6, 1883.

Walking down the gangplank the time traveler
could see the row of lights that went up from the wharf denoting
various business and hotels. He rented a room in the Hotel Royal
Omni and unpacked in the spacious room. There was a four-poster bed
complete with mosquito netting that draped down on all sides. He
was happy to find indoor plumbing and screened windows. Bill and
Matt had given him good information. He thought about sending a
text message to Bill telling him all was well but decided to wait
until he had a better handle on things.

It was close to ten when he
finished hanging his clothes and went downstairs to get some
dinner. He had been in New Orleans in his final year of college and
was amazed to find it pretty close to what he had seen . . .
or would see, he thought
with a smile and a shrug of his shoulders.

He walked down Bourbon
Street and already it was a tourist attraction. The local police
turned a blind eye to many infractions, all in the name of the
tourist trade. Tom went into a small restaurant,
Fish and Things, he
hadn’t remembered seeing when he had visited there.

He had crawfish smothered
in beer batter, mashed potatoes, fried carrots and a side order of
soft-shell crab and washed it down with a local beer followed by
coffee and Key lime pie. The bill came to one dollar and six
cents. Man! This is living!
he thought as he paid the bill and left a nice
tip.

The time traveler left the
restaurant and strolled down to the wharf. The Natchez wasn’t expected until the
next morning so he sat and listened to the steamboat whistles as
they reverberated along the black waters and mingled with the jazz
music that drifted down from town.

Out of the dark someone
said, “Looking for the Natchez
young fella?” Tom turned and saw a man dressed in
a white suit and straw hat similar to his own. The man offered his
hand and said, “Manny Kranshaw, sir, we met on board the
City of Keansburg.”

“Ah,” Tom said shaking his
hand, “the engine man. I didn’t recognize you out of uniform. How
are you?”

Manny smiled and offered
Tom a long, thin cigar. “I’m fine, sir. And I completely understand
your not recognizing me out of my work clothes. I’m off tonight and
I’m also looking forward to seeing the Natchez. She is a beauty. Are you
familiar with her?”

“No, but I soon hope to
be,” Tom said as he took a cigar.

Manny lit them both. Blowing out the match
he said, “I feel steamboats are the best way to travel. Do you not
think so, Mr. Madden? Oh, I’m sorry, I took the liberty of looking
up your name on the ship’s registry. I hope you don’t mind.”

Tom shook his head. “No, of
course not, I had you at a disadvantage. Actually, that was the
first steamship I’d ever been on and I enjoyed it immensely. I’m at
the Royal Omni. Will you join me for breakfast and we can greet
the Natchez as she
docks at ten tomorrow morning?”

“I will,
Mr. Madden. I sleep aboard the Keansburg. Shall we say at nine
o’clock?”

“Nine it is, and, Manny,
please call me Tom.”

“Then nine it is, Tom. See
you for breakfast.” He walked off toward the ship.

Tom went to his room only
to find it was tough going to sleep without hearing the throbbing
of the steam engine of the City of
Keansburg.

 


At nine the small
restaurant of the Omni was packed. People were talking about
the Natchez arriving and many were getting ready to be there as she
docked. The coming and going of ships was
a big item here, thought Tom as he heard
the anticipation in their voices. This is
their TV, their radio, their chance to see if styles had changed
and to catch up on gossip from the cities up north.

He found a table for two
and a minute later was joined by Manny, now dressed in a light blue
three-piece suit and a flat, wide-brimmed hat. He’s quite a dresser, thought
Tom. Glad I brought a couple of suits with
me, as he looked down at his own
three-piece tan suit.

Seeing him in the daylight for the first
time Tom noticed his longish dark hair pulled back into a ponytail
and his dark long, stylishly droopy mustache. They shook hands and
had coffee while they talked casually. The waitress brought their
orders, pancakes and pork sausage for Manny and three eggs and
cornbread for Tom. The coffee was seasoned with chicory, which was
new to Tom, but seemed the norm to Manny. The newspaper headlines
said New Orleans would never have electric lights, as the poles to
carry the lines would simply sink into the porous soil.

“The world seems obsessed
with Thomas Edison’s light bulb. It gets rejected as soon as it’s
mentioned,” Tom said.

Manny wiped his mouth and answered,
“Unfortunately, it seems the dim people run the world. Believe me,
Tom, there is much solace in being alone in the belly of a steamer.
The engine is the only thing I have to listen to and she never lies
or makes false assumptions. When she’s hungry, I feed her, when
she’s thirsty, I give her drink and when she’s dirty, I climb into
her innards and scrub her down, inside and out.” He took a sip of
coffee. “She is my mistress and I, her provider. We are one and the
same, in need of one another and not anyone else.”

Tom stared at him for a
moment and then said, “Manny, you have another side to you that is
not readily apparent. Were you always an engine man? Did you ever
think of putting your thoughts in writing?” He took a sip of his
coffee and continued. “Do you know of a Mr. Samuel Clemens? He will
be on the Natchez when she pulls in.”

Manny gave a little nod of
his head. “Yes, I’ve heard of him. And yes, I did know he was going
to be on the Natchez. But what has that to do with me? I’m more interested in steam
engines than people.” He puffed a cigar to life and blew a smoke
ring over Tom’s head.

Tom shook his head as much to clear the
smoke as to drive home a point to the engine man. “Manny, believe
me, Clemens is a cut above the rest. He’s really interested in
people and how they live and lead their lives. I know.”

“How do you know?” asked
Manny. “Have you ever met him?”

“No,” said Tom as he sat
back, “I must admit I never have. But I read some of his works and
. . . well, he seems as though he’s a rather nice guy.”

“Can’t tell a book by its
cover,” answered Manny, as he downed his coffee, “but he does seem
to know how to get his readers interested in what he has to say.”
He took out a pocket watch and said, “Nine thirty-six,” and snapped
it shut. “I suggest we start over as the crowd will take the best
spots.”

They paid their bill and walked down to the
wharf.

The sun was rising higher
in the sky, and the temperature followed it up. The two men found a
good place to sit beside a loading dock and joined the crowd
looking out at the Mississippi for the Natchez.

After a few minutes, Manny turned to Tom and
said as he cupped his ear, “Hear that?”

Tom strained but heard nothing.

“That time?” the engine man
said.

Tom thought he did, and then, ever so
slightly, a ship’s whistle came wafting over the river.

Manny smiled. “It’s the call of a lady
comin’ a courtin’. She’s wooing all that can hear her, Tom. She’s a
devil in disguise. She takes men away from their womenfolk and she
makes women jealous of her freedom to wander.” He looked out at the
horizon and Tom saw she had Manny captivated.

The whistle grew louder and then a speck
appeared on the horizon. A small three-piece band started playing
ragtime and the people were making a party of it.

We can’t lose this,
Tom thought watching them, we just can’t.

Finally the
Natchez docked and the
crowd watched the passengers coming off. The observers remarked
about the way they dressed and their mannerisms.

Tom nodded to
himself, As I thought, besides cotton and
other goods, the ships also bring news and the latest styles from
other ports of call. Something for everyone.

After the boat had
disgorged all its passengers, Manny turned to Tom. “Never did ask
you, Tom, if you don’t mind my asking, what’s your business with
the Natchez?” 

Tom said, “I’m here to
purchase a steamboat like the Natchez.”

“You gonna
buy a steamer?” Manny asked as he removed his hat and wiped his
brow. “Dang! I knew you were more than a traveler. I knew it the
minute I saw you on the Keansburg. I mean, you being on the
dark side of her while the landlubbers were watching the
fireworks.”

“No, not
really,” said Tom as he stood up. “I’m looking into purchasing a
steamboat for a firm up north. I hope to get an interview and a
tour with the captain of the Natchez.” Manny slapped his back.
“Ha! You are a lucky fellow. Captain Richard Owens is a friend of
mine. I worked his engine room many a time.”

He started up the gangplank. “Jus’ follow
me.” The deckhands waved to Manny as he passed them with Tom
following. He walked over to a set of stairs and went up and then
another set which led to the top deck. Manny stopped and pointed
up.

“He’s most
probably in the wheelhouse. He’ll be writing up any discrepancies
that showed up in the Natchez
as she came downriver.”

Tom squinted at him in the bright sunlight.
“Discrepancies? You mean like engine trouble or something?”

Manny shrugged his shoulders. “Never know
what’ll show up. Slipping gears, low water pressure from a slow
pump. Anything can show up. Ol’ Rich will write it up and have the
dockworkers fix it if need be.” He turned and climbed up the last
few steps. He knocked on the wheelhouse door and Tom saw Captain
Richard Owens turn and smile as he recognized his friend.

The captain was a big man
with longish black hair brushing the collar of his white
sweat-stained uniform jacket. Of
course, Tom thought, he has the standard sideburns and mustache.

The captain flung the door open and grabbed
Manny in a bear hug, laughing all the while.

“Ugh! Richard! Turn me
loose. You’ll squash me like a bug,” yelled Manny.

The big man relaxed his grip and still
smiling said, “Samuel Clemens! I’ll be danged! I thought you were
going to join up with me upriver days ago. What in dang heck are
you doing here? And how in dang heck did you get here?” He squinted
and said in mock outrage, “Did you ride another boat down?”

Manny looked at Tom who was in shock.

Tom mumbled, “Samuel Clemens? You’re
Clemens?”

Manny turned to the captain and said,
“Captain Richard Owens, this is a good ol’ boy from up north, Tom
Madden. He’d like to have a chat with you. But first,” he turned
back to Tom, “I have to apologize to him. Tom, many times I like
nothing more than working my way from where I am to where I’m
headin’. It gives me time to be alone and think. Sometimes I get
some story ideas about the river or I just like to be alone takin’
care of the engines. I sort of hide my real name, ’cause if I
didn’t I’d have people asking me for a story or to sign this or
that. I find being alone a luxury. So when I bumped into you on
deck, my name at that time was Manny. I really was working in the
engine room. As I said it was just the engine and me.” He grinned.
“Will you forgive me?”

Tom laughed, “Of course Mann . . . er . . .
I mean Samuel. It was great seeing the other you.” Tom was
embarrassed for himself. He always saw Samuel Clemens or Mark Twain
as the white-haired, white-mustached older man, not the
dark-haired, dark-mustached younger man he had eaten breakfast with
that day.

The captain offered his hand and Tom took
it.

“You have some questions
for me, Mr. Madden?” He looked up at the still-rising sun. “Please,
both of you come inside. It’s cooler in the shade.”

They went into the wheelhouse and Tom
noticed everything was white except for the mahogany and brass
rail, which ran around the entire cabin. Everything sparkled in the
sunlight. He said as ran his hand over the dark wood, “It’s
beautiful, Captain, really beautiful.”

Captain Owens smiled. “Thank you, Mr.
Madden, it’s my home away from home and I try to take good care of
her.”

“Please, Captain, call me,
Tom.”

“And you sir, please call
me Richard,” the captain replied.

“Now, what is it you wanted
to know?”

Tom hated lying but he had
to find out what had happened to the Natchez. “I’ve been authorized by a
group of people in New York to purchase a steamboat. They have an
idea of opening a business selling tour trips around Manhattan
Island by steamboat. I suggested we model it after the
Natchez. I couldn’t find
a more beautiful steamboat anywhere. They agreed and sent me here
with a wish list. I was hoping to get a tour of her.”

Captain Owens was grinning broadly.
“Whatever you need to see, Tom, you just ask me. My ship is yours.”
He turned to Clemens and said, “Now my friend, what can I do for
you besides offer you a ride back north?”

Clemens gestured to the north. “Just a small
trip up to Baton Rouge.” He tapped his temple and said, “Got a
little story starting to firm up and need a little river time.”

“No problem, Sam. Whatever
you need, you have. Dinner is with me this evening in the main
dining room . . . just the three of us. Okay,
gentleman?”

Tom and Clemens smiled at each other and
nodded in agreement.

“Settled then,” said Owens.
“Supper’s at eight and the ship’s tour is after supper.”

They took their leave and
Clemens went back to get his clothes from the City of Keansburg as Tom became a
tourist. He took a tour of the city in the back of a mule-pulling
carriage and listened to the driver as he spoke of all the
beautiful spots they passed along the way. He ate mouth-watering
muffulettas for lunch along the waterfront and had a beer at a
small club that featured a jazz band. He went back to his room and
freshened up for supper aboard the Natchez.

 


The evening was cooler as
he walked down toward the docks passing many well-lit stores that
all seemed to have it’s own jazz group playing. When he saw
the Natchez, he
stopped in his tracks. She was lit up like a Christmas tree. Red,
yellow, white and blue lights glowed through colored-glass lanterns
all around the gleaming white boat. Tom approached the gangplank
and saw four deck hands, all dressed in white. They greeted him
with wide smiles, and one led the way to the center of the main
deck. He opened the doors and light music drifted out as Tom
stepped onto a highly polished wood floor. By a small mahogany bar,
he saw Richard and Clemens having a drink. Both were dressed in
white, Richard in his uniform and Clemens in a three-piece suit
with a black string tie. His outfit matched Tom’s. In the corner a
three-piece band played softly. The bartender was an older man with
white hair who smiled at him as he approached the men.

Richard shook hands with Tom, as did
Clemens.

“Welcome
to the Natchez,
Tom,” said the captain. “What’s your drink?”

“What would you suggest?”
Tom asked the bartender.

The old man smiled and said to Owens, “Now
here’s a man who knows how to get the best out of a man. Jus’ let
him do his job.” He looked at Tom with a twinkle in his eye and
said, “I think you should have one of my ‘Missin' the Mississippi’
specials. Yessir, thought it up myself. ’Cause I can’t tell you
what’s in it.” He smiled and said in a low voice, “Secret
stuff.”

He finished shaking the drink and poured it
into a tall glass garnished with a slice of orange and topped with
a cherry. Handing it to Tom, he said, “Try this, sir.”

Tom took the drink and held it up as a
toast, saying, “Cheers, gentlemen.” They all sipped their drinks
and Tom whistled. “Whew! That’s a beauty.”

Richard smiled. “Jerry sure knows his stuff.
Now let’s eat. I’m famished.”

They went over to a table and were grandly
served by the staff. The dinner started with lettuce, tomato and
cucumber salad topped with a bittersweet sauce and warm crushed
bacon chips. This was followed by a chilled soup and sourdough
bread with warmed butter. Baked catfish was the main course along
with small, baked potatoes garnished with garlic and cloves and a
side of carrots and black-eyed peas. Then it was Key lime pie and
coffee.

“Richard Owens,” Clemens
said, pushing back his chair, “that meal was fit for a king. I’m
gonna have to put that in one of my novels.”

Richard looked pleased and
said, “Glad you liked it, but it’s all in the hiring of the right
people. As Jerry said, let them do what they do best and the
rewards will be plentiful.” He raised his coffee cup. “To the crew
of the Natchez.”

Tom and Clemens joined in, “To the
crew.”

Richard looked at Tom and said, “So what is
it you’d like to see, Tom?”

“Well Richard, pretty much
the whole ship, but especially the engine room. I don’t pretend to
know a lot about steamboats so I’ll have to rely on you to show me
what you would look for in a boat.”

Richard stood up. “Okay then, the engine
room first. It’s time to walk off that supper anyhow.” He turned to
Clemens, “You going to join us, Sam?”

“Wouldn’t miss a trip to a
steamer’s engine room for anything,” he answered.

They followed the captain down wooden stairs
to the second deck then down a flight of steel stairs to the engine
room. There was a steady throbbing of an engine and Tom saw a few
men studying gauges and an open coal bin. He was surprised at the
cleanliness of the room and the size of it. It seemed to run the
entire length of the boat and was filled with nine engines and
boilers.

“We have just one engine up
right now,” said Richard. “No sense in running more as we just need
to keep some steam up in case we need to move her on short notice.
Besides, if they were all lit, you couldn’t hear me
talk.”

Clemens was running his hand over a highly
polished steel boiler. “She’s a beauty, Tom. You couldn’t have
picked a better model for your northern friends.” Richard nodded
and said, “She can do eleven knots and carry up to 220 tons in
payload and still carry 125 passengers.”

He’s a proud owner,
Tom thought, and then asked, “Who built
her?”

“Crosby
Shipping. They’re based in Baton Rouge, just upriver a piece. I’d
suggest you have your steamer built there, too. They really know
their business. Plus they do overhaul and maintenance. I just
had Natchez touched up a few weeks ago up there.”

“I don’t know how to ask
this,” Tom said, “but I read that there have been some pretty big
explosions aboard steamboats. What causes that?”

Richard shook his head. “Hard to tell. Poor
maintenance maybe. Cheap parts put in during an overhaul. There are
some low scalawags selling poorly made parts to an unsuspecting
engine man.”

“An engine man who doesn’t
know his stuff,” put in Clemens.

Richard nodded. “Right you are, Sam. And I
like to think I have the best engine man.” He looked at Clemens
with a grin. “I mean, the second best engine man on the river, Mr.
Sylvester Boyce.”

Clemens smiled, “Right you are. Sly’s the
best engine man on the river.”

They were walking down the row of engines
and boilers. “What about the pressure-relief valves?” Tom asked, as
he looked up at the eight-inch-long, tubular valves, one on top of
each boiler. “They look good. Nice and shiny. Do they get inspected
periodically?”

Clemens grabbed hold of a ladder permanently
attached to the side of each boiler and easily climbed to the top.
He looked down at Tom and motioned. “Come on up, Tom. If you’re
gonna buy a boat, you have to learn what to look for.”

Tom went up the ladder as Richard watched.
Clemens fingered the pressure-relief valve on top of boiler three
and said, “If this engine was lit, we’d lose some skin doing this.”
He looked into the mouth of the valve. “You have to remember the
boat lives in a water environment. Even if she looks clean and
shiny, her insides can be rusted shut. A good engine man will run
his finger inside to see if she’s as clean inside as she is on the
outside. Now, a poor engine man will sometimes overlook the innards
of the valve. Because he knows if it’s starting to rust up, he’s
gonna have to take it apart. That will keep the boat in port, and a
boat in port is a boat not making any money.” He paused as he ran
his finger in the opening of the valve. “This valve feels like it’s
brand new.”

“It is,” said Richard, as
he climbed up next to them. “I had them replaced two weeks ago.” He
looked at Tom. “In fact, Tom, if you want to see the boat in its
entirety, come up to my cabin.” He started back down and a puzzled
Tom followed.

They went up to the captain’s cabin on the
main deck. It was a spacious mahogany and brass room. It had a
table and chairs to sit six, a nice size bunk and a private
washroom complete with a porcelain washbasin with running hot and
cool water. In one corner was a large flat file with eight drawers.
A picture over the bunk showed Richard and his wife holding a
little child.

Richard looked at the photo. “Gertrude and
little Gert,” he said proudly. “She’s two now.”

Tom smiled. “She’s beautiful, Rich. You have
to be proud.” The captain nodded as he walked over to the large
flat file. “Now, let me show you the ship,” he said pulling open a
flat file drawer. He unrolled a set of blueprints and flattened one
out on top of the file. “You can take this up to New York, Tom. It
has everything any buyer would need to know. I have another set at
home.” He then took out a notebook. “Here’s my maintenance book,
too. It has all her upkeep and time in the overhaul yard. I can’t
let you take this, but you can copy it if you wish. That’s pretty
much the entire boat right before you. And, I might add, she’s the
most modern boat on the river.”

“Heard you got some new
planks, too,” said Clemens as he lit a cigar.

“Yep! That I did. Planks,
brass fittings, new insulation for the piping, new chain for the
number two anchor . . . sunken tree stump fouled the last one. Got
a new set of pumps, new coal burning stove for the cook and even
installed a men’s washroom. Getting a new women’s washroom next
time we stay over at Baton Rouge. You can see we stay on top of
things, Tom. We have to. ’Cause like Sam said, the water will bring
everything down to her if we let her.”

Clemens looked at his pocket watch and said,
“Eleven fifteen,” snapping it closed. I got to get me some sleep.”
Patting his stomach, he said to Richard, “Rich, I owe you one. This
was a great supper and tour. Are you sailing tomorrow?”

“I have to make a quick run
up to Baton Rogue in the morning. Got to drop off a piece of
machinery for their cotton mill.” He looked at Tom. “Come along,
Tom. The machine will be loaded by nine and we sail at ten sharp.
We go upriver a few miles to drop it off and come right back. What
do you say?”

Tom had a grin from ear to ear. “You bet.
I’ll be here at ten,” he said, as he offered his hand to the
captain. “Thanks for a great supper and tour.” He held up the
notebook. “I’ll copy and return this as soon as I can.”

The time traveler left and
walked up the street to his hotel. He looked back and saw history
sitting at the dock. Wow,
he thought, the things I
can’t talk about. This is fantastic! He
walked into the hotel and slept a deep sleep.

Early the next morning Tom
had breakfast in the hotel restaurant and was at the
Natchez by nine-thirty.
He was watching the dockworkers load some machinery on the flat
deck up front as a small, heavyset man greeted him with a tip of
his cap.

“Good morning, sir. Cap’n
says jus’ go right on up.”

Tom smiled and nodded as he went over to the
stairs. He reached the top and Richard and Clemens greeted him.

“Good morning, Tom. Try
this,” the captain said handing him a mug of coffee. “No chicory in
it. I like my coffee to taste like coffee.”

Clemens smiled at him. “I spliced mine with
a touch of rum, Tom. I like my coffee to taste like coffee-flavored
rum.”

They laughed as the captain said; “I’m not
letting you steer her today.”

The man from the deck came up the stairs.
“All’s set, Cap’n. Got three boilers fired up for whenever you say
go.”

The captain nodded and answered, “Very well,
Mr. Boyce. Untie her and we’ll get on upriver.”

The man put a finger to his cap in a salute
of sorts and ran back down and shouted the order to five
deckhands.

Richard put on his white cap and turned to
his visitors. “You gentlemen are invited into my wheelhouse, if you
wish.”

Tom followed Sam into the room. A sailor
stood at the large wheel and Richard patted his shoulder. “Make off
easy, Mr. Lawrence. The mud might be a bit high today and we may
churn up some bottom sludge.” He turned to Tom and said, “Don’t
want to raise mud all over her stern.”

The deckhands cast off and Boyce disappeared
down to the engine room. Tom and Sam stood to the side as the
captain called down the speaking tube,

“Ahead one-third, Mr.
Boyce.”

Tom felt a slight shudder and watched as the
paddles at the rear of the ship slowly started to turn. The color
of the water went from a deep blue to a muddy brownish-blue.

“No matter how easy we
start,” Richard commented as he shook his head, “the river places
her muddy fingers on the boat’s belly and paddles.” He shook his
head and said with a warm smile, “Oh well, that’s the nature of Ol’
Miss.”

The Natchez started to pick up speed as
Richard pulled down on the thick cord that gave off the steam
whistle. Children started running upriver matching her speed for a
while, cheering and laughing as they ran barefooted through the
muddy flats leaving their footprints along the
shoreline.

Clemens smiled as he wrote his thoughts in
his notebook as Richard seemed to watch everything as he looked out
the high, wide windows opened at the bottom to catch any breeze
available.

“Story idea, Sam?” he
said.

“Could be,” answered
Clemens as his eyes gleamed, “jus’ could be.”

Small rafts were being poled up and down the
river, some with small bundles and some with a few people on them
who all waved and smiled at the big ship.

“Brown water brings green
money,” said Richard, waving back at them. He turned to Tom. “Guess
that’s what them New York people think, too, eh, Tom?”

Tom nodded. “Guess so, Richard. Guess so.”
He took out the captain’s notebook and handed it to him. “Copied
this last night. Can’t thank you enough, Captain.”

“So do you have everything
you need for them?” he asked.

“I think so,” Tom answered,
“but I’d like your permission to wander the ship. Okay with you,
Captain?”

Richard nodded. “I suggest you ask Mr.
Clemens to accompany you. I feel no one else could be a better
guide aboard a steamer.”

Clemens didn’t wait to be asked. He stood up
and said. “Let’s go, Tom, It’ll give me a chance to see all the new
trinkets the captain put in her.”

They left the wheelhouse and went below. Tom
was mentally checking off each section that they visited. He
questioned why the cargo hold was small in size and empty.

Clemens answered as he lead the way, “The
main deck is used mostly for cargo. She doesn’t have a deep draft
so the hold is rather small and why bother opening hatches to lower
cargo into when it can be stacked right up on deck. Besides it’s
mostly flat river we travel on and it’s not like she’s gonna lose
her cargo in a storm. And if they used the cargo hold more that
would mean each port would need a system of booms and cranes. No,
down here, Tom, manpower is cheap.” He shook his head, “A sad fact,
but true.”

They went throughout the
entire ship and Tom was puzzled. There’s
no place to store anything explosive here. The cargo didn’t blow
up. What could have happened? He was still
puzzled as they finished their tour.

The Natchez blew its whistle in a series
of short and long notes. Clemens looked at Tom. “We’re arriving at
Baton Rogue. What say we walk through town while they unload? They
could be a couple of hours and it’s too nice a day to stay cooped
up onboard.”

Tom agreed and they went down the gangplank
and into town as Richard supervised the unloading of his ship.

Baton Rogue looked much the same as New
Orleans, but when Tom mentioned that to Clemens, he got his reply
with a smile.

”Hush your mouth, sir. New
Orleans is the one and only. Baton Rogue is a pretty town with real
nice people living here but, N’Orleans is one of a kind. She lives
and breathes as you and I do.” He shook his head. “No sir, there’s
no other town quite like New Orleans.”

He’s right,
Tom realized, and she’s
going to die tomorrow unless I can figure out a way to stop that
explosion. He turned to the writer with a
look of determination.

“Whoa, Tom. I didn’t mean
to hurt your feelings. I jus’ meant New O . . .”

Tom interrupted, “I know, Sam, and I didn’t
take it any other way. You are right New Orleans is a city like no
other. It’s just that I’ve got a problem and I don’t know what to
do about it.”

Clemens pointed to a tree with a thick
trunk. An old wooden bench surrounded it. “Sit there, Tom. This
here tree is known as the ‘It’s-all-right-to-have-a-problem as long
as you say it aloud under her spread it’ll go away tree.’ Now what
is it that’s bothering you, my friend?”

Tom looked at him intently, and then said in
a low voice, “What I have to tell you is something you won’t
believe. But I must. I must tell you because I know you’ll do all
you can to save New Orleans.”

Clemens looked long at him. Finally he said,
matching Tom’s somber voice, “Sir, you are right about my doing all
I can to save N’Orleans. I also see before me someone who has
become a friend of mine, and I’ll do all I can to help him. Tell me
what horror lurks behind your eyes, Mr. Thomas Madden?”

Tom went on, “Sam, as a writer, I know that
you can see what not many others can see. I know you have an open
mind. I also know that I must burden that mind with what I have to
tell you. I just ask that you remain open to what I have to say.”
He looked closely at Sam. “Will you do that for me, Sam? Stay
receptive to all I say?”

Clemens looked around, “Are we not sitting
beneath the ‘It’s-all-right-to-have-a-problem
as-long-as-you-say-it-aloud-under-her-spread-it’ll-go-away tree?”
Once again he matched Tom’s tone of voice. “Yes, my friend, I’ll
keep an open mind for you. Please confide in me so that I may be of
service to you.”

Tom nodded. “Samuel Clemens, I come from the
future. In fact I come from 2011.”

Clemens nodded. “Go ahead.”

Tom looked at him, wide-eyed. “I said I come
from the future and all you say is ‘go ahead’?”

“Tom, you asked me to stay
open-minded and I am. Go ahead.”

Tom looked down. “It’s
true, Sam. I come from 2011, and I’m here to stop an explosion that
will take place tomorrow morning. The explosion comes from
the Natchez and
wipes out the levee system she’s docked at, flooding the entire
City of New Orleans.”

Now Clemens eyes went wide.
“The Natchez blows
up? Tomorrow? But how? What you say is utterly fantastic, that is
assuming it’s true, which is very hard to believe. But I’m keeping
an open mind as promised.”

“I know it’s hard to
believe, Sam, but go along with it for at least one day. That’s all
I ask.”

Clemens sat back and lit a cigar. He blew a
long puff of smoke and said, “Then you really aren’t here to buy a
steamboat for some northern company are you?”

Tom shook his head no.

“And if
I’m to believe you,” Clemens continued, “you went aboard the
Natchez to try and find
out why she blows up, correct?”

Tom nodded, yes.

Again he took a long pull on his cigar, then
looked Tom in the eye and said with a twinkle, “Well as I said,
this is the
‘It’s-all-right-to-have-a-problem-as-long-as-you-say-it-aloud-under-her-spread-it’ll-go-away
tree.’ I have to believe that you either came from the future, or
you believe you came from the future, and either way I have to help
you. Now, if you are just dreaming that this happened, at least
we’ll have a laugh about it, and if it’s true, we’ll be able to
stop it from happening.”

“Sam,” Tom
said, “as long as you help me, that’s all I can ask. Now let me ask
you, when all nine of the Natchez’s
boilers are up and running, what’s the chances of
them all blowing at the same time?”

Clemens shook his head. “Just about nil. I
know Captain Richard Owens and he watches over her like no other
captain on the river. You saw the list he had. He redid everything
needed, and then some. Even went and got some new planks. You got
them notes you made?”

Tom took out the copy he made from the
master notebook Richard had loaned him the night before.

Clemens read out loud,
“Nine Pressure-Relief valves: Jamison Marine Parts Incorporated;
New anchor: Stevens Anchors Incorporated; Nine main water pumps,
one for each boiler: Charles Marine Parts Corporation; One
coal-burning stove: Heat Fixtures Incorporated; Planks, GoodWood
Corporation and Nobel Incorporated; Brass fittings: Bright Works
Company; Sixty-six gallons whitewash paint: Pettersons Paint.” He
looked up. “Like I said, the Natchez is clean and I know tomorrow
she’s carrying a load of cows and fifty-two passengers. Not likely
they’re gonna blow up.”

Tom suggested, “Maybe
there’s something on the dock that blows up. Something so close to
the Natchez it
only looks like the ship was at fault.”

Clemens flicked off some
ashes. “Naw. There’s a law against any kind of explosive material
being stored on the docks and as I said, Richard Owens is carrying
livestock so they’ll be nothing explosive getting ready to ship
when she’s there.” He looked at Tom with that same twinkle in his
eye, “Now, assuming you are from where you say you are from, and
this is going to happen, I think we have eliminated any possible
way the Natchez would blow up. Do you agree?”

Tom opened his hands and shrugged his
shoulders, “I guess so. What should we do?”

“Go get an early drink
before we get on board?” Clemens said with a smile voting for his
own approval.

Tom smiled and they stood, and as they
walked away said, “Guess the tree’s name is apropos, isn’t it?”

Clemens laughed. “Ha! Then that’s what it
will be known as from now on. I have to admit, it was a pretty good
one. But when ya got to get a friend talking, sometimes ya got to
invent a story to make it happen.”

Tom laughed and patted his friend’s
back.

They walked to a small
tavern in the middle of town, the Southern
Belle. Entering they found they had the
place to themselves.

“At the bar Tom,” Sam
asked, “or take a table?”

“I’m happy with the bar if
you are, Sam,” Tom answered.

Sam took a seat facing the tall mirror
behind the long wooden bar and Tom sat next to him.

The bartender was a short burly man with red
hair parted down the middle. He was wiping down the bar and asked
when he got to them, “What’s your pleasure, gents?”

Sam put a silver coin down and said, “Some
of your nicest bourbon, sir,” and turning to Tom, “and whatever he
wants.”

Tom pulled Sam’s coin back and said, “This
drink is on me and Bourbon will be fine, thank you.”

The bartender opened a new bottle and looked
at them, “Four fingers?”

“Okay with me, sir,”
Clemens said.

The barman held his hand next to the empty
glass and poured until it reached the height of his four fingers.
The small amount he spilled on his thick fingers, the bartender
licked off. He looked at Tom questioningly.

“Four’s good for me, too.”
He got the same and the bartender took a coin and walked over to
the cash register.

Tom watched as he punched
in the price of the two drinks, and then turned the long crank on
the side of the register to show the sale and open the
drawer. The electric cash register is way
off in the future, Tom thought.

Sam’s question shook him out of his
dreamlike state, “Tom! Where do you go every now and then? I swear
you drift off.”

Tom smiled. “Sorry, Sam. And yes, you’re
right, I do drift off. I know you probably think I’m daft, but as I
said I am from the future and as I look around, I’m seeing history.
It’s utterly fantastic.”

“Ol’ buddy,” Sam said,
lifting his drink in a toast, “if you say you’re from the future,
tell me, do we have another drink after this one?” He laughed and
continued, “To the health of N’ Orleans.”

Tom raised his glass and said, “To N’
Orleans. And yes, we do have another drink after this one.” They
took a drink.

Sam put down his glass and looked serious.
“Tom, if what you say is true, and I don’t doubt it is true, then
we got to get down to really figuring this one out. Agree?”

Tom nodded his head. “Heck yeah, I agree.
But I’m out of ideas as to why this happens. We eliminated any
chance of something blowing up, so what do we have left?”

Sam looked off out the window, thought for a
second, then turned back to Tom and said. “If this happens, it’s
because someone makes it happen. It just can’t happen by mechanical
failure or some mishap ’cause we eliminated all of those.” He took
a long drink of his drink. “No, it’s got to be a man-made
explosion.” The writer looked at his almost-empty glass. “But
how?”

Tom shook his head. “As I said, I’m all out
of ideas.”

Sam pushed the now-empty glass toward the
bartender and caught his eye. The man came back with the bottle as
Tom drained his. The barman filled both with more than four
fingers.

After he walked away, Sam looked at Tom in
the mirror with his customary twinkle. “You really from the future,
Tom? I mean, for real?”

Tom smiled. “Yes. I’m a New York City police
detective in 2011. I joined a club that imitates the 1800s because
I loved these times and sort of got drafted to come back and stop
this explosion.”

Sam shook his head. “Danged if that don’t
sound real.” He reached out his hand with his palm open and said,
“Not that I don’t believe you, Tom. I do. But it is incredible.
Tell me, do they know about ol’ Sam in your times?”

“Heck yes!” said Tom
emphatically. “Everyone knows of you. You are a legend, Sam, and
movies have been made about you.”

“Movies?” Sam asked with
his eyebrows arched. “What’s that?”

Tom responded, “Just, well just like . . .
like . . . Thomas Edison’s Kinescope. But much, much better.”

Sam laughed. “I swear, Tom, you either come
from some other time, or you’re just as much as a storyteller as I
am. Maybe even more so.”

Tom toyed with his drink as he shook his
head. “You know, Sam, you make me look bad as a police detective.
You came up with the only real way this could happen. I mean, after
we filter out all the mechanical and mishap possibilities, it all
points to a crime. But what’s the motive?”

“I don’t know. Revenge
maybe? Why would someone kill all them people? Money? How would
they get money out of killing a city?” They both glanced in the
mirror opposite them and caught each other’s eyes.

Suddenly they both said simultaneously,
“Insurance?”

They turned to face each other. “Insurance
money,” said Tom. “It’s got to be insurance money.”

Sam nodded and ordered two more drinks.
“That’s it. If the city sinks under mud and water . . . ”

Tom cut in, “and it looks like an accident,
the insurance companies pay off big time.”

“Big, big time,” said Sam,
“very big, big time.”

The bartender sauntered over and tilted his
head to the empty glasses. “Yep,” said Tom, “we deserve one more.
We just cracked a case.”

Sam leaned close to Tom and said in a low
voice, “In your case, an old case . . . a very old case.” He
winked.

Once again it was Sam who
perked his ears up and said, "Natchez is calling us back. Hear
her?"

Tom could faintly hear the deep-pitched
whistle. "Yes, now I can. Guess it takes a little time but it does
get in your blood." He tilted his head toward the door, "Shall we
go?"

Sam answered by downing his
drink. Tom followed his lead and they walked back toward the
Natchez . . . slightly
wobbly.

 


A few hours later they were docked in New
Orleans and in Captain Owens’ cabin.

“So,” said
Richard, looking at Tom, “you have information that the
Natchez is going to be in
the center of an explosion that will be most probably be set off by
some maniac?”

Tom nodded, yes.

“Are you with the
government or something? How do you know?” Richard
asked.

“Richard, at this time I
really can’t divulge my sources,” Tom answered.

Richard nodded. “Okay,
that’s not important. I should move the Natchez then. Right?”

Tom and Sam looked at each other. Tom said,
“I guess so. Never really thought about moving her.”

Richard wiped his brow as he said, “We have
to wait until morning though. Boyce is doing some repair work on
the main gearbox. Says it’ll be ready by sunrise.” He looked at
both men, “Sure hope you have some wrong information. New Orleans
lives in a fragile area. The river is always looking to cover her
up and the levees keep holding it back. One big blast and it all
comes to an end.” He turned back to his paperwork, shaking his
head.

Clemens gestured toward the wheelhouse door
and he and Tom left.

They went to Sam’s cabin and Sam flopped on
his bed while Tom sat on a wicker chair at a small round wicker
table. Sam frowned.

“Don’t
know what to say, Tom,” he remarked, looking at his pocket watch.
“It’s seven o’clock and will be dark soon. We have about fourteen
hours left and not a clue outside of a possible insurance crime,
and all the insurance companies are closed now. Heck, even if
they would tell us
who insures what, they’re not open till tomorrow
morning.”

Tom suddenly sprang to his feet. “Come on,
Sam, follow me.”

Sam jumped up, startled. “What do you have,
partner?”

Tom opened the door and hurried Sam out. “To
my place. I think I might be able to get the answer to this.”

They left the boat and walked quickly up the
main street to the hotel. They hurried up the stairs to Tom’s room
and when they were inside, he pointed to a chair and said, “Sit
down, Sam. What I have to do will knock you over.”

Sam sat and took out two
cigars, offering one to Tom. Tom took it and Sam lit both. He sat
back and watched as Tom tossed his suitcase on the bed. “You fixin’
on getting out while you can? I think you oughta leave on
the Natchez with
us in the morning. At this time of the night . . . ”

Tom took out what looked like a hairbrush.
He twisted it and the wooden handle swung to the side and revealed
the mini-keyboard. “Watch this.” He typed and Sam’s eyes went wide
as the words appeared on the screen.

BILL. I HAVE A PROBLEM. THERE’S NOTHING
COMBUSTIBLE ABOARD THE NATCHEZ, AND NOTHING OF AN EXPLOSIVE NATURE
STORED BY THE DOCK. WE FIGURE THERE’S GOING TO BE SOMEONE
TRANSPORTING EXPLOSIVES TOMORROW MORNING TO THE DOCK AREA. WE ALSO
FIGURE IT’S AN INSURANCE CRIME. CAN YOU CALL SERGEANT WILLIAM REID
AT THE 78 PRECINCT. 718-488-9000. ASK HIM TO CALL RECORDS DIVISION
IN WASH. DC. TELL HIM TO FIND OUT WHO TOOK OUT LARGE INSURANCE
POLICIES IN THIS AREA IN THIS TIME FRAME. TELL HIM I OWE HIM BIG
TIME AND WILL RECIPROCATE WHEN NEEDED. PLEASE GET BACK TO ME AS
SOON AS POSSIBLE. I HAVE ABOUT TWELVE HOURS BEFORE THE BIG EASY
GETS THE BIG BOOM. THANKS LOTS TOM.

Sam flicked a long, gray ash as he nodded
his head and looked on in disbelief. “Tom, I believe you,” he said,
shaking his head. “My heavens, you do come from the future. Can I
see your machine?”

Tom passed it to him. Sam turned it over and
felt its weight. “It’s light! It’s so small. I can’t believe this.
I’m sitting in a room with a man who lives over one hundred years
in the future.” He turned to Tom and squinted his eyes. “Why me
Tom? Why tell me and not Captain Richard Owens?”

Tom smiled wryly. “Because I needed an ally.
Someone who knew the territory. And when I decided to tell you I
knew no one would ever believe you, if you told them you met a man
from the future.” He grinned at the writer. “Let’s face it, if you
said I came from the future, they’d say, ‘Oh that Sam Clemens.
There he goes again telling stories.’” He looked at Sam, still
smiling, and said, “Right?”

Sam returned the smile. “Damned smart of
you, Tom. You are right. Your secret is safe with me anyway.” He
looked at the machine in his hands. “When do we get the
answer?”

“If it goes as I think it
will,” Tom said, “in about eight hours. And believe me, Sam, that’s
fast. I’m cutting through a lot of red tape, going through a lot of
back doors to get the information. Sure hope we can use
it.”

Sam passed the text machine
back to Tom. “Well, Tom from 2011, I got to get some rest. It’s
been a long day and visiting the bottle gets me tired. Think I’m
gonna do a slow walk back to the Natchez. See you for
breakfast?”

Tom nodded and said, “I’ll be there. Say, at
seven thirty?”

Sam waved a hand over his shoulder as he
walked out the door. “See you Tom, and I sure hope you turn up with
some good news. Good night.”

Tom closed and locked the door. He changed
into the cotton robe the hotel provided, filled up the washbasin
and took as close to a bath as he could using a facecloth and soap.
The cold water woke him up as he had planned. He sat up in bed and
read the newspapers while waiting for Bill to get back to him.

The New Orleans Chronicle had a fiery
editorial about companies outside of New Orleans selling trinkets
and beads to stores in the city. How dare
they, it read, sell to New Orleans what New Orleans created?
Tom turned the page thinking, The more things change, the more they stay the
same.

 


As much as he tried he
couldn’t stay awake. He nodded off and on until he heard a rooster
call as the sun came up. The time traveler looked at the text
screen. It was still empty. He went back into the washroom, washed
and shaved and then dressed in his cleanest suit and picked up the
communicator just as it vibrated. A
message! He sat down to read the
information he had requested.

HI TOM. HOPE I GOT TO YOU IN TIME. TALKED TO
SERGEANT REID AND HE JUST GOT BACK TO ME. THREE PEOPLE TOOK OUT
POLICIES IN THE NEW ORLEANS AREA DURING THE TIME YOU ARE IN. FRED
GRIMES, MARYANNE DOWERY AND LOUIS WARD. MARYANNE DOWERY HAD MORE
THAN FOUR TIMES AS MANY POLICIES AS THE OTHER TWO. SHE STANDS TO
MAKE MILLIONS OF DOLLARS IF NEW ORLEANS IS DESTROYED. KEEP IN TOUCH
AND GOOD LUCK. BILL. PS. REID SAID YOU OWE HIM SUPER -SUPER BIG
TIME.

Tom laughed and wrote the
names on a piece of paper, stuffed it in his pocket and left the
room. He looked at his watch. It was six-fifteen. He suddenly
realized his life and others depended on what happened in the next
few hours. Even though it was early, Tom decided to walk back down
to the Natchez.

He went to the foot of the street and looked
up at the majestic form of the steamboat, he saw three figures
standing by the wheelhouse. He walked up the gangplank and saw
Boyce walking off, frowning. Tom continued up the stairs to the
wheelhouse and saw Sam and Owens. They waved him over.

“We got some problems,
Tom,” said Sam, as he handed him a mug of coffee from a silver
tray.

“What’s wrong gentlemen?”
Tom asked taking a sip.

Owens looked over the railing toward the
rising sun, “Boyce says the forward gear is broken. He says he
can’t get the part he needs until a supply boat comes down from
Baton Rogue.”

“And,” said Sam, “he
doesn’t think it’ll get here until noon.”

Tom took out the piece of paper with the
names on it. “We have to work fast then.” He showed them the paper.
“There are three names on this list. My contact says they all have
insurance policies taken out throughout the city. But one has more
than four times as many as the others.” He pointed to Maryanne
Dowery.

“Maryanne Dowery?” Owens
said. “I was at her wedding.”

“So you know her then,”
said Tom. “Can we talk to her?”

“We can talk to her
husband,” said the captain. “He’s my engine man, Sylvester Boyce.
She kept her maiden name because her insurance company was named
Dowery Insurance and she didn’t want to confuse her clients, she
said.”

“Where did he go?” asked
Tom. “I just saw him leave in a huff.”

“Well,” said Richard,
“that’d be my fault. I told him we had to sail right away and he
said it’s not his fault the gear broke. When I asked him how come
it broke if we just had an overhaul. He took that as me accusing
him of buying poor-quality parts on the cheap and pocketing the
savings. He walked off.”

“Could be well-timed, too,”
said Clemens. “Kind of well-planned.”

“It does get him out of
danger,” said Tom.

“But,” said Richard, “I
never told him about the possibility of an explosion.”

Tom nodded, “Exactly
captain. Not saying he’s in on it, but he is getting out of harm’s
way.”

“It just
seems too pat, Richard,” said Sam, finishing his coffee and tossing
the grounds overboard. “Think of this: There might be an explosion
on the Natchez at
the dock; The explosion can sink the city allowing a policyholder
to collect; The major policyholder is the wife of the engine man
aboard the ship that’s supposed to blow up, and he says the boat
can’t be moved because of a part he purchased. Plus, he gets
steamed and leaves.”

He lit up a cigar and continued, “As I said,
too pat.” He shook out the match. “Dang! Why, I couldn’t have
written this story better myself.”

“But,”
said Tom, “if it is the Natchez
that blows, where are the explosives? Was there
anything brought aboard this morning?”

Richard shook his head. “No. Gentlemen
believe me, there are no explosives aboard this ship. I went over
her from bow to planks and she’s clean.”

Sam nodded in agreement, “So did we. She is
clean.”

Tom took some papers out of his jacket
pocket. He looked at the notes he had made from Richard’s notebook.
He thumbed down the list stopping at the item, ‘Planks.’
“Gentlemen, please forgive me, but when you say planks, you mean
the deck boards, right?”

Both Sam and Richard broke into
laughter.

“Heck no, Tom,” said Sam,
as he put his arm on Tom’s shoulder, “planks are just slang for the
stern paddles.” He pointed to the rear where the large wooden
paddles that propelled the ship stood idle.

“And you
had new ones put on the Natchez, Captain?” Tom
asked.

“Yes. Why?” Richard
answered, “The new paddles are the latest in paddle design. Where
the old ones were solid oak, these new ones are hollowed out and
filled with sawdust.”

“Sawdust?” asked Tom, “Why
sawdust?”

“Because,”
the captain went on, “the hollowed ones are lighter than the solid
oak, even though they fill them with sawdust to keep them rigid.
The Natchez has
twenty-four paddles and lighter means we can carry more cargo and
use less coal. And that, of course, equals more profit for
us.”

Tom looked at the ledger again and read it
out loud, “Planks, GoodWood Corporation and Nobel Incorporated.”
Tom closed his eyes and thought as both men watched him. His eyes
flew open and he said, “Nobel?” He turned to both of them. “Quick,
what time is it?”

Sam took out his pocket watch and said,
“Eight forty-five.”

A low rumbling from
alongside the Natchez caught Tom’s attention. “Is that a steamboat?”

Owens looked out and nodded. “Yes, small
lugger. It plies the river bringing supplies in to where big
steamers can’t go. They’re all over the place.”

Tom shook his head. “That’s
how Boyce planned his escape. The city would be out because it gets
flooded, so he makes his escape in a lugger.” He pointed to the
small craft that had just pulled away from the rear of the
Natchez. “There he goes,
gentlemen, the killer of New Orleans.”

Sam and Richard stared down at Boyce as the
lugger pulled away. He smiled up at them and waved his hat.

“Quick,” Tom said, as he
started to the rear, “follow me.” They ran to the paddles. Tom saw
that half of them were underwater, but the other half was high and
dry. The three men started climbing down the latticework of wooden
spars that held the wheel in place.

“What are we looking for,
Tom?” shouted Sam.

They were slipping over the smooth wood
bracing, and twice Tom almost fell into the Mississippi River. He
yelled back, “Dynamite!”

“Dynamite?” shouted Owens
as he almost slipped overboard. “What’s that?”

Tom didn’t answer but he just kept crawling
farther out the main wooden spar. At last he reached the first of
the twelve paddles sticking up out of the water. Then he saw it: A
long sparkling line in the shadows. He shouted, “A fuse! He lit a
fuse! There’s probably one fuse for each of the paddles sticking
out of the water. We have to put them out. Hurry!”

“Tom, it’s too late. Dive
overboard. It’s eight fifty-six,” shouted Sam as he climbed back up
to the deck.

Tom was stretching for the
fuse, but it was out of reach. Damn! he thought. He lit them from the lugger. The only way to put them out is
from the river. 

He looked over at Richard who looked back.
Each had a look of frustration mixed with resignation.

“I’m sorry, Richard,” Tom
said to the captain on the other spar, “sorry I didn’t figure this
out earlier.”

The captain shook his head. “Not your fault,
Tom. He was a good engine man, and I knew he was a bit shady at
times. But, I never thought he was this shady. Good-bye. You have
become a friend of mine and I’m sorry.”

They both automatically turned back to the
sparkling of the lit fuse, which crept closer to the small hole in
the dynamite-filled paddle.

Suddenly and very slowly the paddle started
retreating from them and in its place was a wet one from the river.
The bottom-most paddle went underwater, snuffing out its fuse. Then
the next paddle went underwater followed by the next one, and
suddenly all twelve were underwater with their fuses out. Tom and
Owens looked back and saw Sam coming out of the engine room, greasy
and smiling.

“I backed her up boys,
didn’t need a forward gear for that, just put her in
reverse.”

Both men just grinned at the best engine man
on the Mississippi River.

 


Shortly after, they were enjoying a Missin’
Mississippi drink in the main lounge. The three of them were dirty
and Sam had grease on his white suit. Passengers were embarking and
the livestock was being made ready.

Richard raised his glass.
“To the men who saved the Natchez
and New Orleans. Cheers!” They drank to his
toast.

“Tom, tell me how you knew
the explosives were in the planks,” Sam asked.

Tom grinned and answered, “Well when I saw
the paddles were made at GoodWood Corporation and Nobel
Incorporated, it sounded familiar. Not the GoodWood Corporation,
but Nobel. Alfred Nobel is the name of a man who just recently
invented an explosive known as dynamite. It comes in a granular
state and can’t blow up unless it’s packed tight in a container and
is ignited with a lit fuse. When I saw the name and heard the
planks came with sawdust in them, well I figured why not pack the
paddles with the dynamite instead of sawdust? I figure Boyce had
the paddles made by GoodWood but emptied them later and filled them
with the dynamite he bought from Nobel. Nobel never knew. Boyce
probably told them he was with a mining outfit. It didn't dawn on
him to remove their name off the bill as the company is brand new
and not a well-known name.

“He won’t be running
anything on this river anymore,” said Richard. “In fact when they
catch him he’ll be breaking rocks.” He looked at Tom and asked, “Is
it safe to sail with the planks still filled with
dynamite?”

Tom shook his head yes. “The dynamite is
soaked by now. Boyce had to open the spot that he put the explosive
in to set the fuse and now they’re waterlogged.” He took a sip.
“But if I were you, I’d change them first chance I got.”

The three men finished their drinks, and
Owens asked, “Another round, gents?”

Tom shook his head no. “Thanks just the
same, Richard, but I’ve got to get back to New York.”

Clemens patted Tom’s back. “Well Thomas
Madden, anytime you want, you can come back and ride the
Mississippi River with me.” He looked at Richard and said, “What
say we initiate ol’ Tom into ‘The-Brotherhood-Of
-The-Under-The-Rail Club’?” Owens agreed with a broad grin.

They lead the perplexed Tom around to the
wheelhouse and Owens put out his hand to Sam,
“‘The-Brotherhood-Of-The-Under-The-Rail Club’ knife, please.”

Sam reached in his pocket and came out with
a penknife, opened it and passed it to the captain who turned to
Tom and said, “Thomas Madden, will you honor us by joining
‘The-Brotherhood-Of-The-Under-The-Rail Club’?”

Tom answered, “Of course. If you two are
members, I’d be honored to be one too.”

“Fine then,” said Richard.
“Kneel down here in front of the wheel with us.” Tom joined them,
and the captain handed him the penknife and pointed to the bottom
of the mahogany rail that ran around the entire
wheelhouse.

Tom looked at the spot he pointed to and saw
two names carved into the bottom of the rail, ‘SAM CLEMENS’ and
‘CAPTAIN RICHARD OWENS.’ He looked at both men and said, “I’d be
proud to place my name with this august group,” and carved ‘THOMAS
“WHITEY” MADDEN.’

Sam spoke when they stood
up. “One night after Richard and I had had more than a few Missin’
Mississippi’s, we decided to put our names permanently on
the Natchez. But
knowing that someday, some fool would paint them out, we discovered
this spot under the rail. Now,” he said as he raised his hand, “how
we discovered it is up for conjecture. Richard here says he was
helping me up from the floor and I’m pretty dang sure it was me
helping him up, but whoever it was looked up and found a great
hiding place for our secret society. Now, Tom Madden, you are in on
it, too.”

“And one of us,” said
Richard.

Tom responded warmly, “Well I’m proud to be
in such company,” then he looked at his pocket watch and said,
“Captain, I know you want to shove off and it’s getting near my
time to leave, too.”

“One last
request, Tom. We’re starting a new service aboard the
Natchez. We hired a glass
plate photo-engraver man to take some pictures of our passengers.
What say us three take one for history?”

Sam smiled and said, “Fine with me. I love
thinking about things that last past my time.” He looked at Tom.
“What about you? Want to be a piece of the past and future?”

Tom looked at him with amusement and said,
“I sure do, partner, I sure do.”

After the picture was taken, they went down
to the main deck.

“Gentlemen,” Tom said, “as
much as I hate leaving this great city of yours, I really have to
get back to New York.”

Richard offered, “Can I give you a lift? I’m
going upriver.”

“Thanks,
but no. The City of Keansburg
will be leaving at three o’clock this afternoon
and I have to pack. How long before you sail?”

Richard looked at his pocket watch and said,
“Two o’clock. That’s one hour from now.” He turned to Sam. “You
still going upriver with me, Sam?”

Clemens nodded and answered, “Sure am,
Richard, after all you’re short an engine man and I’m still working
on that story. But,” he said, turning to Tom, “I’ll walk our
northern friend to his hotel and be back in time for push off.”

Tom put out his hand, and he and Captain
Richard Owens shook hands.

“Tom,” said Richard, “if
ever you are by the Mississippi, jus’ hop on any ol’ boat and tell
them Captain Richard Owens is good for it. You come back real soon,
ya heah?”

“Will do,” said Tom, “will
do. Thanks for everything.”

Tom and Sam left the big
white steamboat and walked up the main street. Halfway between
the Natchez and
the hotel Sam pointed to a tree with a wooden bench around its base
much like the one in Baton Rogue.

“Let’s sit a spell,” he
said.

Tom smiled and asked, “Another
‘It’s-all-right-to-have-a-problem tree?”

Sam laughed and answered, as he lit a cigar,
“Ha, no sir, Tom, a man only comes across one of them trees in a
lifetime. No, I just want to say a few things. First, thanks for
coming down to New Orleans and thanks for coming downtime ’cause, I
do believe you set out to try to save my worthless hide and I’m
pleased to know that my works are somewhat appreciated in the
future.” He sat back against the tree and took a deep inhale. He
smiled at Tom and said, “I scrapped the story I was frettin’ on and
came up with something else. Like to hear it?”

“Darn right I do,” Tom
replied.

“Well, it’s about a fella
going back in time. But because I can’t describe what it looks like
in your time, I used my time as a start-out. So I’m sending him
back to King Arthur’s time. What do you think about that?” He sat
forward and said, “You being from the future and all, does it sound
too far-fetched?”

Tom shook his head and with a smile said, “I
think it’ll be a huge hit. Do you have a title yet?”

Sam smiled and with a twinkle in his eye
said, “I was hoping you could give me one.”

Tom smiled back. “How
about ‘A Connecticut Yankee in King
Arthur’s Court’? How does that
sound?”

Sam smiled back broadly and said, “Suits me
fine.” He stood and offered his hand. “Going to say good-bye here,
Tom. If we went to your room, I’d be trying to talk you into
leaving me that little writin’ machine.”

They shook hands and Tom said with genuine
affection, “Sam Clemens, it was my pleasure to meet and drink with
you. I’ll remember it the rest of my life.”

They both turned at the
sound of a long whistle from the Natchez, as she told all of New
Orleans she was getting ready to sail up the mighty Mississippi
River.

Clemens smiled and said, “It’s a sound you
never forget. Each time she sails, it’s a new adventure.”

Tom watched as Sam walked down to the
steamboat, one hand in his pocket and the other holding a cigar as
the writer vanished in the shimmering heat waves of the
waterfront.

 


Tom took the
City of Keansburg back to
New York. It’s just not the same,
he thought, as he watched the Atlantic Ocean flow
by. The water’s too blue and the City of
Keansburg has no planks; she has a modern propeller. She also
doesn’t serve Missin’ Mississippi’s, he
thought as he looked at the tall glass of beer he was drinking
while watching the shoreline go by.

 


The ship docked at the same
port it had left from and a ferry took the time traveler to the
water’s edge of Manhattan. He hopped a carriage and when the driver
asked where he wanted to go he started to give the club’s address
then stopped. Wait, he thought, I have to see my
great-great-grandfather one more time. He
asked the driver, “Will you go into Brooklyn?”

The cabbie said, “It’s your money, pal.
Where in Brooklyn?”

“Eleventh Street and
Seventh Avenue, Pete’s Bar & Grill.” He sat back as the driver
took off.

They went over the newly opened Brooklyn
Bridge and Tom enjoyed seeing the number of people strolling over
it. The cabbie didn’t have the amount of traffic Tom was used to
and he made good time. He pulled up across the street from Pete’s,
and Tom paid him and got out with his suitcase.

As he was about to cross the street he saw
his great-great-grandfather, Thomas “Whitey” Madden carrying some
packages and on his arm was Nora Mulvihill Madden. Although it was
nineteen years later in their time, Tom recognized them right away
with his white hair and her long, red hair. They were walking past
the bar. Tom got misty-eyed as he saw his great-great-grandmother
smile up at his great-great-grandfather. He knew he couldn’t talk
to them. Time had fixed it so they were together, as they should
be, and Tom hadn't aged at all. He got back into the carriage and
gave the address of The 1800 Club.

 


In front of the 1800 club’s garden, he got
out of the carriage and removed the communicator from his inside
pocket. He went by the club’s garden wall and typed in: HELLO BILL.
I’M BACK BY THE CLUB’S GARDEN. THE DATE IS JUNE 14, 1883 AND IT’S
1:30 PM. I’LL WAIT OUT BACK UNTIL YOU OPEN THE DOOR. TOM MADDEN. It
took a few minutes before he got his reply.

GREETINGS TOM. WALK OVER TO PADDY DIAMONDS.
I'LL DRESS AND MEET YOU THERE FOR A QUICK ONE. WE CAN DEBRIEF OVER
A COLD BREW. BILL.

Tom picked up his suitcase and walked the
few blocks to Paddy Diamonds Bar & Grill. He had two tall
Schaffer beers set up as Bill walked in. They shook hands and Bill
took the stool next to his.

“Cheers Tom, drink up, you
look like you can use one.”

“Don’t mind if I do. It’s
been a long couple of weeks,” Tom answered. “But I wouldn’t trade
them for the world. I met some great men. Some really great men.
I’m glad I took this mission and hope you keep me in mind for
another.” He picked up his glass, and Bill lifted his. “Cheers,”
Tom said, “to you and The 1800 Club. Thanks for a fantastic trip
and for letting me meet my great-great-grandfather.”

They sat in Diamonds for a
few hours as Tom debriefed. Evening fell and they left the bar. As
they walked back to the club Tom said, “I have to see if there are
some photographs of the Natchez. I want to get one and frame
it.”

“I can do better than
that,” Bill answered, as he opened the gate to the club. “I looked
the steamboat up online and it seems she’s been saved and has
become a restaurant. She’s permanently docked in New Orleans, and I
understand the food is fantastic. What do you say to taking a
little trip before you go back to the grind?”

Tom grinned broadly and said, “Dang right I
want to see her.”

Bill laughed and said,
“Thomas ‘Whitey’ Madden, I do believe you’ve gone southern on
me.”

 


DATELINE: 2011, PLACE: NEW ORLEANS

It was early afternoon the next day as Tom
and Bill left the Louis Armstrong Airport in New Orleans. They both
had on light clothes and wore dark glasses. Each had a carry-on.
Tom hailed a taxi and they hopped in, welcoming the
air-conditioning.

The driver turned and said with a smile,
“Welcome to N’Orleans, gents. Where to?”

Bill held up a printout and
read out loud. “The Natchez
Restaurant at . . . ”

The driver finished for him, “Foot of Main
Street. Know it well. First time here?” he asked as he eased into
the traffic.

Tom smiled at his face in
the rear-view mirror. “I’ve been here a couple of times, but it’s a
first for my friend.” Tom watched as they passed places he had left
over forty-four thousand yesterdays ago. Not too much has changed, he
thought.

Bill was taking it all in. “You’re right.
I’ve never been here before.” He looked at Tom and said, “You did
this, Tom. You saved this beautiful city.”

The taxi wound its way
through the traffic of tourists in wagons pulled by donkeys. Music
was beating out of almost every storefront. As they pulled up at
the foot of Main Street Tom saw her. The Natchez. He got out while Bill paid
the fare. Tom was staring up at the steamboat as Bill put his hand
on his shoulder.

“Pretty wild, huh
guy?”

Tom nodded speechlessly, as he stared at
her. They walked up to the dock.

Tom shook his head. “She hasn’t changed! Not
as far as I can make out. Look,” he said pointing to the top deck,
“there’s the wheelhouse. That’s where Sam Clemens, Captain Richard
Owens and I ran from to try to defuse the dynamite.”

They went aboard and the deck hands were
just college kids playacting at their summer jobs. They entered the
main dining room and were greeted by the headwaiter.

“Reservations?” he
asked.

Bill answered “Yes, two for Mr. Scott.”

The waiter smiled and asked them to follow
him. They left the main dining room and went back on deck.

“What’s up, Bill?” asked
Tom, puzzled.

“You’ll see. Just follow
him,” he said, pointing to the waiter as he led the way up the
stairs and opened the door to the wheelhouse.

Tom looked around and saw four tables, two
of which had people eating at them. It was obvious that this room
was off limits for most. The waiter took them to a table for two by
the great wheel. After they were settled an elderly, gray-haired
waiter came to the table to take their order.

“Good afternoon, gentlemen.
Will you be having drinks?”

Bill nodded and asked, “What kind of beer is
on tap?”

Before the waiter could answer, Tom asked,
“Wait. By any chance do you make Missin’ Mississippi’s?”

The waiter nodded. “Actually, yes we do.
However, this is the first time I’ve ever had one ordered and I’ve
been here thirty-four years. If you don’t mind, could you tell me
how you heard of that particular drink?”

Tom shrugged, “An old friend told me to
order it.” He looked at Bill. “Two?” Bill nodded as Tom looked back
at the waiter. “Two Missin’ Mississippi’s, please.”

The waiter walked away.

“You’ll love them,” Tom
said to Bill, “they’re old New Orleans.”

Bill was looking around the wheelhouse.
“These were special seats, and I figured you’d appreciate
them.”

“Danged right I do, danged
right. Let me just see somthing,” he said as he ran his hand under
the still-beautiful mahogany railing. He gave a big smile as he
stopped his searching fingers and got out of his seat.

“Come here, Bill, you got
to see this.” He stooped down and Bill followed him as the other
diners looked amused at the two men crouching under the rail by the
great wheel.

Bill looked to where Tom was pointing. He
smiled as he saw the names. “This is fantastic! This is history.”
Bill said. They sat back at their table as the waiter brought their
drinks.

Tom was grinning from ear-to-ear. “They kept
the old lady as close to original as possible.”

The waiter stood by as the two men touched
glasses and took a sip of their drinks.

Bill shook his head and quipped as Tom
grinned, “Wow! These are great.”

The waiter smiled as he stepped forward and
offered them menus.

Tom said, “Want me to recommend a great
meal?”

Bill pushed back from the table and folded
his hands over his stomach. “Feel free.”

Tom turned to the waiter and said, “For
starters some lettuce, tomato and cucumber salad topped with your
bittersweet sauce and crushed warm bacon. Then a bowl of your
chilled soup and sourdough bread with warmed butter.” He looked at
Bill and asked, “Do you like baked catfish?”

Bill nodded yes.

“Two baked catfish with
whole, baked small potatoes garnished with garlic and cloves with a
side of carrots and black-eyed peas. We’ll follow that up with Key
lime pie and coffee.”

The waiter nodded, “This might take a bit
longer than what we have on the menu. Is that okay with you
gentlemen?”

Tom winked and said, “It’ll be worth
it.”

Bill smiled. “Sounds like you know what
you’re talking about. Old recipe?”

“Over one hundred years
old, and believe me it will taste as good to me now as it did
then.” He winked.

 


After they finished, they left the
wheelhouse and walked down the stairs to the main deck. As they
passed the captain’s cabin they saw it was open to the public so
they went in.

The captain’s desk was set
up as it was back then with a set of drawings of the
original Natchez on it and the captain’s white hat was hanging on a peg on the
wall. Next to it were pictures of various personalities posing with
him onboard the steamship. And in the center was an old
black-and-white photo of three men with grease on their faces. They
were on the wheelhouse deck and in the center stood Tom
Madden.

There was a brass plaque
beneath the picture identifying them as, “Members Of The Brotherhood-Of-The-Under-The-Rail Club:
Samuel Clemens, Thomas ‘Whitey’ Madden, Captain Richard
Owens.” 

Bill looked at Tom and said, “Boy Tom, you
guys made a heck of a team.”

Tom answered with a faraway look in his
eyes, “We did, Bill, we dang well did.”

 


Back in New York, life went back to normal.
Tom Madden went back to work and every now and then he went to
Farrells' Bar and Grill in Brooklyn, which had replaced Pete’s in
name only. He liked to stand in the same spot he did over one
hundred and twenty-five years ago with his great-great-grandfather.
He’d look into the same mirror, and be pretty sure he saw his
great-great-grandparents smile back at him over the years, as they
strolled by arm and arm.

Three days after Tom returned and Bill sent
a debrief uptime, he got a text message from his future grandson
Edmund Scott in 2066. He read it as he drank a cup of hot chocolate
and munched a peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich.

GREETINGS FROM 2066. THE COUNCIL IS
EXTREMELY HAPPY WITH THE NEW ORLEANS MISSION. AS YOU KNOW WE ARE
CONTINUOUSLY SENDING PROBES BACK TO IMPORTANT SPOTS IN HISTORY. WE
ARE SEEING A PROBLEM STARTING TO DEVELOP WITH U.S. PRESIDENT RONALD
REAGAN. DON’T KNOW IF YOU CAN HELP BUT I’LL KEEP YOU INFORMED. LOVE
YOU, GRANDSON, EDMUND.

Bill went to his
wall-to-wall library as he dwelled on this latest text message. He
selected a leather-bound book: Reagan;
Actor to President.

Wonder how this is going to act out for me?
Oh well, this is what makes this job so interesting: you never know
what's over the next hill.

End

 


 


The Ronald Reagan Mission

 


DATELINE: 2009 PLACE: WASHINGTON, D.C.

The television announcer cut into all the
programs scheduled for the eight o’clock slot. “Good evening,
ladies and gentlemen, this is Ted Castle bringing you greetings
from the nation’s capital. The next half hour is brought to you by
Kuziban Oil products.”

Castle wore a practiced smile on his
handsome face as he continued, “In a few moments we will bring you
President James Cribbens and his Council. After the
State-of-the-Joint Unions, we will have a discussion by our
esteemed panelists, so stay tuned to this channel. And now, the
president and his Council.”

The television camera went
in for a close-up of the president as he stood at a lectern flanked
by two men in military uniforms whose careers were depicted in
their multiple rows of ribbons. President Cribbens smiled at the
red light that let him know which camera was active. His white hair
was combed straight back and looked like a lion’s mane. It showed
off his deep tan. His six-foot-three-inch frame made him tower over
the other two men. All three were in their sixties. The man to
Cribbens’ right wore a blue uniform, the other, brown.

Above and behind Cribbens was a painting of
President Thomas Jefferson. Almost invisible on top of the gilded
frame was a small, round two-inch globe with tiny vibrating
transparent wings. It watched and recorded all that went on in the
Oval Office.

President Cribbens smiled and said to the
millions of people watching, “Greetings, comrades. I bring you some
wonderful news. The former African state of Botswana, has agreed to
our assisting them with their economic problems. They have invited
Secretary of State Georgi Achrimoniv to be present as their armed
forces give up their weapons and stand down while our armed forces,
along with the armed forces of our friends of the Council, enter
their country. They are the last state in Africa to accept our
help, and now we are showing all of that continent the way of a
united world, under our banner.”

He looked to his left and continued,
“Marshall Valdinof has assured me that our combined forces are
capable of thwarting any plans the rebels, who still roam parts of
the continent of Africa, may have of stopping this glorious
movement.”

He turned to his right and said, “Air
Marshall Gibel has said that even as I speak, his paratroopers are
dropping into the heart of Rwanda to fight the rebels there and
stabilize that government.” The dour military man nodded nervously
into the camera as Cribbens continued, “For those few of you who
were against the United States of America joining forces with the
Soviet Union, I say, look to the future as I have. Together we
shall bring stability to the planet Earth. And I take this moment
to once again invite Australia to follow England and France and
open your borders to us. Let us help you realize a greater future.
Join us in our endeavor to unite the world as never before. We of
the Council urge you to take this step. We must have your answer in
thirty days. One continent cannot stand in the way of the new wave
we are establishing. Thank you and good night.”

The television cameras returned to the
newscasters as they began to comment on the presidential
message.

DATELINE: 2066 PLACE: HISTORY TRACKING
CENTER, NEW YORK CITY

The room was dark as the five History
Trackers sat around the conference table and watched the hologram
that the drone had brought back. “What year was that?” asked John
Hyder, as he stretched out his legs.

Maryellen Muldey looked closely at the
scene. At the bottom there was a date, place and time continuously
reading out. “2009, two minutes after 8 p.m., Washington, D.C.” she
said as she adjusted her glasses.

Joseph Sergi stood up and began to pace, his
long black hair bouncing with each step, a sign that he was in deep
thought. As he usually did when he paced, he began to think out
loud. “Two thousand nine. But that was Barak Obama’s first year as
president. What could have changed?”

Another voice said, “And what could have
made us merge with the Soviets?” The other five members of the
group turned to see Jerry Sullivan who now stood and asked himself
questions. He started to pace on the other side of the table from
Sergi.

Muldey stood and put her hands, palm out,
toward them. “Okay, group. Let’s all sit down and take a look at
what’s going on here.” The two men returned to their chairs and
looked at Muldey, whose case this was.

She sat back in the big leather chair at the
head of the table, and said as she pushed back her short, white
hair from her eyes, “So, let’s see what we have here. A different
president is in office, when we know that the president at that
time was President Obama. At that time, too, the Soviet Union had
dissolved into smaller independent countries.”

She looked at the now-still hologram that
depicted the U.S. president flanked by two Soviet military men, as
she continued. “It also seems that they are taking over, or as they
say, uniting the planet, in what they call, a ‘united world.’ I’ll
bet anything that’s another way of saying ‘occupied’ by the
so-called Council.” She sank lower into her seat. “Any ideas?”

Alexis Shuntly raised her hand and at a nod
from Muldey stood and said, “I suggest we send back a probe to the
previous presidency. I believe that’s George Bush the second. Let’s
see where the time shift happened.”

Muldey looked at the others and said,
“Agreed?” They all raised their hands. “Fine then,” she said, as
she walked to the door and opened it.

In the hall just outside the door sat Ted,
their drone-deploying assistant. As usual, he was on call whenever
the group was in session. He stood as soon as the door opened and
nodded to her.

“Ted, will you please step
inside?”

“Certainly, Ms. Muldey,” he
said, as he followed her into the room.

She went back to her seat and turned to the
young man. “We need you to send another probe, Ted. This time to
2000 . . . ?” She looked at the group questioningly.

“Two thousand seven,”
volunteered Joseph Sergi. “I looked it up on my computer. George W.
Bush left office in 2009 and Obama won the race against John
McCain.”

Once again Muldey turned to Ted, who was
taking notes. “Will you take care of that Ted? Two thousand seven
and see if we can get an address to the nation. Maybe we can
pinpoint when the Soviets, er, joined us.”

Ted closed his notebook as he said, “It’ll
take about an hour to program the probe, send it and receive it
back, Ms. Muldey.”

“Fine,” she said and turned
back to the group at the table. “Lunch break, gang?” She looked at
the small watch on a chain around her neck. “Let’s be back here,
say, at one-fifteen.”

She followed Ted out the door as the others
gathered their laptops and left in small groups.

 


At one-fifteen, the History Trackers
wandered back into the room and took their seats. Ted had already
set the drone up and left, closing the door behind him.

Maryellen Muldey ran her fingers through her
short, wavy, white head of hair. It was a habit she had from her
university days when she was under pressure. She realized they must
find this kink in time and fix it before it caught up with them and
becomes a reality.

She studied the other History Trackers as
they took their seats. They all looked calm, but she knew they were
going through their own private doubts and each was trying to keep
a stiff upper lip. As soon as they were assembled, she stood and
activated the hologram.

DATELINE: 2007 PLACE: WASHINGTON, D.C.

The setting was the Oval Office in the White
House. James Cribbens sat behind the president’s desk, and once
again there were the two Soviet military men who sat on either side
of him. He was a younger man in this hologram as were the Russians,
but his hair, even then, was snow white. He smiled as the camera
went to a close-up only to be suddenly pulled back to include the
Russians in the same scene.

“Good evening comrades,” he
said, “once again I bring you good news. In exchange for wheat from
the heartland of America, the USSR will provide us with the Volga
automobile. And to lessen the burden at harvest time, they have
graciously offered to provide thousands of their soldiers to do the
harvesting, at no charge for their services.”

He smiled at the two sour-faced Russians who
sat with him. “Even as we speak, their large Antonov aircraft are
landing at various airports and bases in America. I urge you to
stand aside and allow our partners to do their part in our quest to
unify the globe into a single, united world.”

Muldey shut off the hologram and said
between gritted teeth, “Damn! This is a big problem people. During
lunch I ran some computer scenarios and got nothing but bad news
back. If it continues to go this way, the U.S. and the Soviet
Republic pretty much take over the world by a combination of
economic and military threats. We have to find the point that this
began.”

Sullivan raised his hand and stood. “I did
some looking back at the past too and came up with a theory. The
Cold War between the U.S. and the USSR came to an end in 1991. The
consensus was that then-President Ronald Reagan saw a crack in the
Kremlin wall when he was in office, and decided to exploit it. He
started a new weapons program that forced the Soviets to do the
same, except they were broke. The Cold War came to an end just
after his watch. I suggest we send a probe back to his term and
take a look.”

Maryellen Muldey sighed, nodded and looked
around the table. “All in favor?”

There was a chorus of yeses, and she went to
the door again to summon Ted.

 


A little over an hour later they were back
in their seats and Muldey activated the new hologram.

Once again it showed the Oval Office, but
behind the desk sat a heavyset, dark-haired man. He was reading a
speech without looking at the cameras.

“We have invited the three
members of the USSR leadership to sit with us and come to an
agreement as to which bases we should close and how many ships our
Navy can keep on active duty. Although some in Congress have quit
because of this turn of events, I urge you all to see the prudence
of opening our borders to them.”

He suddenly looked deep into the camera’s
lens and the dark rings around his eyes could be seen through the
makeup. “When my predecessor took this job as president, he
promised you jobs and a cut in taxes. While it’s true the military
took a big cut to accommodate this promise, no one raised any
objections to the good times we had. But now . . . now, that the
Soviets have developed a missile defense, well, it’s to our
advantage to walk with them rather than prostrate ourselves before
them.”

His eyes drifted back to the papers on his
desk. “I have their word that if we join them they will let us live
as we wish. All they ask is that we disband most of our military
and put our resources into agriculture. They will take over
defending our borders for us. I know this is not what we are used
to, but think of the money we can save by not having a
military.”

He looked again deep into the camera. His
eyes were dark hollows in his face and he had a tick in one. “This
is President Falloway saying good night and God bless America.” The
hologram froze with the president’s face staring out at them.

Muldey walked over and shut it off.

“Now,” said Muldey, as she
sank into the leather chair, “we have to find out what happened to
Ronald Reagan.”

Sergi stood and addressed them. “I think
what we have to do is send another drone back and see when the line
of presidents was interrupted. We’re assuming that Reagan was the
first to be replaced. Well, what if it started with Carter or
Nixon?” He sat back down.

Muldey nodded and once again summoned
Ted.

 


Two hours later the weary group reconvened.
The hologram Ted had set up showed President Jimmy Carter conceding
to the newly elected president of the United States, Francis
Falloway.

“It was Reagan,” Muldey
said, as she stood up and walked closer to the hologram. “The
ripple started with the disappearance of Ronald Reagan.”

Anthony Landi spoke up. “Evidently, with him
out of the picture, this Falloway guy ran in his place and won.
Somehow, Falloway sized up the Soviet Union wrong and they won the
Cold War. He cut military spending and the Soviets developed an
anti-missile shield and painted the U.S. into a corner. Now they
call the shots.”

Muldey looked up from her laptop. “It’s
worse,” she said, her voice trembling. “The computer is getting a
feel for this new U.S. and USSR so-called partnership. Gulags are
popping up in all the countries as fast as they are taken over.
Politicians, military, teachers, clergy people are all
disappearing. The computer’s theory program is pointing to
large-scale brainwashing and work camps in Siberia, Alaska and in
the middle of vast deserts.” She looked back at her screen. “We
must send someone back and fix this right away.”

“And do what?” They all
turned and looked at Alexis Shuntly as she stood up. “What does the
person we send back do? I suggest we send back more probes before
we act. Let’s see when Ronald Reagan stopped being an actor and got
into politics. We know he was the Governor of California so let’s
start there. Send a probe back to his early political days and see
what he’s doing.”

Once again Muldey agreed and had Ted send
back a probe to the actor’s early days as Governor of
California.

 


Another hour passed by and once again they
sat around the table as Ted activated the hologram.

The scene depicted a press conference at the
governor’s mansion in California. A tall, thin man with a shock of
red hair was at a lectern as reporters fired questions at him. A
woman raised her hand and when she was called on, said, “Governor
Mills, what are you going to do about the illegals taking jobs from
hard-working Californians?”

The History Trackers looked at each other
and mouthed the words, “Governor Mills?”

This brought Sergi to his feet again. “We
have serious problems here. Somehow Ronald Reagan is out of the
picture and we seem to be in the dark.”

“What would you suggest we
do, Joseph?” asked Muldey.

Sergi shoved his hands into his pockets and
sighed. “I think we should send back five, six, maybe seven or
eight probes at the same time. Assign each one to a different time
period and place where we know Reagan was and look at the results.
I know it’s a burden on the probe group but doing this, one at a
time, is hurting us as these events start taking hold.”

He sat back down and the room was quiet.
Muldey once again opened the door and Ted entered. She briefed him
and turned to the others. “Let’s have dinner and come back in four
hours. Ted will send out as many probes as it takes to find the
elusive Ronald Reagan.” They all nodded and slowly left the
room.

 


It was a rare, evening meeting of the
History Tracking Council when they returned and took their seats.
Muldey talked quietly with a visibly tired Ted in the corner of the
room. She patted his shoulder as he left, closing the door behind
him. She turned to the group.

“Well, we finally got to
the bottom of the Ronald Reagan mystery. It seems that if we don’t
do something, he will never even be born. His line stopped in 1772.
Watch this hologram taken in 1772 in Epsom Common, Surrey,
England.”

They watched as the scene unfolded.

DATELINE: 1772, PLACE: EPSOM COMMON, SURREY,
ENGLAND

The hologram showed a small rural town with
a dirt road that ran between the houses, all built close to each
other. The dwellings were a combination of stone and wood with
heavy wooden doors and small windows of thick, wavy glass. The
drone perched itself on the windowsill of the house that John Elsey
lived in with his wife Anne Weeks Elsey.

The glass was imperfect and the scene inside
was slightly distorted as the drone started to adjust its lens. It
suddenly turned its mechanical body to face outward, away from the
house as a small, noisy crowd surged down the street. Ten burly men
were dragging six other men whose hands were tied behind their
backs. Two of them were bleeding from head wounds. Women and
children, whose crying and moans had attracted the drone’s
attention, followed the group.

As they approached the house the drone was
perched on, the door opened and John Elsey, a tall well-built man
of thirty stepped out fixing his leather vest. He smiled at his
wife and she mussed his long dark hair as she kissed him good-bye.
“See you this evening, m’love,” he said, as he turned to cross the
dusty street.

He stopped short as he saw the group
approach, turned and started to run the other way. From behind a
house in the direction he was heading came another group with five
more tied men being dragged by them.

A big man stepped out in
front of John and said, as he raised a wooden club, “Halt! In the
name of the King of England and the Royal Navy. I hereby take thee
into the custody of Captain Maurice Suckling of his Majesty’s
warship the Raisonnable. I beg you, sir, resist not, for I am empowered to impress
any and all men into His Majesty’s service!”

John hung his head in acceptance and the man
lowered his club. In that second, John tried to run past him. The
big man reacted faster and brought his club up under John’s chin
and he was down and out. “Bring him along,” was the last thing he
heard as his hands were tied behind his back.

The hologram froze with the picture of the
gang taking the captured men away and Anne Weeks Elsey as she
joined the group of women and children who followed their loved
ones in anguish.

DATELINE: 2066 PLACE: HISTORY TRACKING
CENTER, NEW YORK CITY

Jerry Sullivan was the first to speak, “Who
was that man and who were those rowdy men?”

Maryellen Muldey stood and addressed them
with a paper printout in her hand.

“In England during that
period, the Royal Navy was empowered by the government to impress
or ‘press,’” she emphasized by using her fingers to make quote
marks in the air, “men into the Royal navy to fill the ranks
depleted by war, death and desertion. The pressed men worked on the
ships in a capacity that the captain thought they did best. The
older men cleaned the decks, helped cook the food and did menial
tasks while the able-bodied men were used working the sails,
cannons and semi-skilled maritime tasks.” She paused to let the
methods sanctioned by their government used on the innocent men,
sink in.

“They were taken away from
their wives and children for years at a time and many died. When
the press gangs roamed the cities and countryside the men hid from
them, but, as you saw, many times they were caught off guard.” She
turned to Sullivan and said, “As to who is John Elsey, he was the
great-great-grandfather of Ronald Reagan. Now I have to assume he
was impressed and never returned to his family, because Anne Weeks
died alone twenty-one years later and their line stopped at that
time.”

Muldey sat back down and looked into the
distance. “I suggest we send someone back as soon as possible.” She
motioned toward the door and Joseph Sergi walked over and opened it
and asked Ted to come in.

Muldey pointed to a chair. “Ted, have a
seat. You’re just as tired as we are, so relax a bit while we brief
you about this mission.” He smiled and sat down as she
continued.

“We have to go with the
best time-group we have available for this mission. Would you agree
that the one most adaptable is the Bill Scott group, from The 1800
Club in 2011?”

It took just a second for him to answer,
“Yes, Ms. Muldey. They have traveled to any time period we have
asked them to and have had fantastic results. In fact, by using
them we never had to send back a second team. I do believe they are
the most adaptable team we have.”

“That’s what I thought
too,” she said, once again looking off into the distance with
thoughtful eyes. “How do you think they’ll react to a trip back to
1772?”

 

Ted shrugged his shoulders. “The only other
group that operates in that era is the ‘Merrie Olde England Club’
we started in 1965, but they failed a few times. In fact, once we
had to send back a person from The 1800 Club to straighten it out.”
He lowered his head and scratched his chin in thought. “No, I’d
count on The 1800 Club team making whatever the mission is, work
out.”

Muldey nodded and looked at the council. She
raised her eyebrows and said, “Do we agree? The 1800 Club goes
back?”

There was a unanimous show of hands. She
turned back to Ted. “Will you set this mission up? I’ll give you
the hologram to brief Bill Scott.”

DATELINE: 1865 PLACE: PADDY DIAMONDS’ BAR
& GRILL, NEW YORK CITY

Bill Scott had a tall glass of beer in front
of him and chatted with a heavy-set, dark-haired man, Bob “Fats”
Bellsito, who nursed a beer himself. The big man was dressed in a
deep blue suit with light blue, thin stripes running in a vertical
direction. His heavily starched white shirt showcased his deep red
cravat and light blue vest. He appeared even bigger thanks to his
love of western, snake-hide cowboy boots. If you didn’t know him
personally, you would think he made his money as an investor or
stockbroker but in fact he ran a prosperous junkyard in downtown
Brooklyn.

Fats loved to talk about the thriving
junkyard business that he owned with his friends. He was animated
as he spoke of its merits.


“Bill, ya
gotta believe me, it’s all profit! People want to get
rid of their junk, not
keep it. Believe me, I know. I mean we even pick it up from them. I
give ‘em one penny for every five pounds of metal I remove from
their houses and I resell it after I heat and mallet it into slabs.
The shipbuilders down in the Brooklyn Navy Yard buy it from me for
ten cents every five pounds. It’s a killing! And it’s not like I
have to lug the stuff myself. I have a team of guys that meet every
morning and if I have work, they come with me. See? No overhead,
just the yard and a little shack for when it rains. Now does that
change your mind?”

Bill smiled at the big man who smiled back
after trying to sell him on the advantages of the junkyard trade.
Bill shook his head no and said, ”Fats, believe me, there’s going
to be more money in that old stuff later on as antiques. I have an
idea. Why not save one item for every six or seven that you melt
down? Put it in a shed and let it stay there for about twenty-five
years.”

“Twenty-five years!” Fats
almost dropped his beer. “Are you crazy? What am I gonna do with
all that stuff in twenty-five years?”

Bill laughed and responded, “Put your kids
through college.”

Fats slapped Bill’s back, as he laughed.
“Ha! Do ya really think they need college ta run my business when I
decide to relax? Bill ya really are something else. Boy, I just
love walking by and seeing you in here. You make me think in ways
nobody else does.” He took a sip of his beer. “Old stuff! Ha,
imagine people wanting that.”

He put down his glass and looked out the
window at a fruit wagon being pulled by a gray and white speckled
horse. The driver walked beside it as he bagged fruit and gave it
to a woman who had come up to make a purchase. Fats turned back to
Bill and said, “Tell ya what. Ya made me think that maybe I’ll do
just that. Keep one out of five and stick it in the shack till my
kids want to melt it down, or whatever they want to do with it.
I’ll be too old to give a hoot anyway.”

He drained his glass as a short man in a
two-piece tan-and-dark-brown-striped suit tapped on the window.
They both turned to look at him, and Bill said to the big man, “Got
to go, Fats, that’s a business contact who wants to talk to me.” He
put his hand out and they shook hands.

“I look forward to seeing
ya again,” said Fats. “You’re one of the few guys, who doesn’t give
a darn that I lug junk around for a living.”

Bill walked outside into the beginning of a
light drizzle of rain. The short man opened an umbrella and held it
up to shield both of them.

“Matt,” Bill said, “it’s
just like you to know it rained on this date.”

Matt shrugged his shoulders and answered,
“Took a moment to look it up on the computer, sir. I’m sorry to
disturb you and your friend, but I thought this to be
important.”

“What’s up?”

“It’s your future grandson,
Edmund Scott. He was here, so I thought I’d come and get
you.”

“Is he still here?” Bill
asked, irritated with himself that he had missed his
visitor.

“No sir, he left. But he
left a hologram for you and said he’d return when you text
him.”

They reached the garden entrance of the club
and went up the stairs.

DATELINE: 2011 PLACE: THE 1800 CLUB, NEW
YORK CITY

Bill took off his jacket as Matt set up the
hologram.

“Some hot chocolate,
sir?”

Bill nodded as he sat back and removed his
wet shoes. He activated the device and watched as the six-inch tall
image of Maryellen Muldey materialized and explained what was
taking place on the hologram. Matt returned, put down the beverage
and left as Bill watched the press gang take the men away. He shook
his head as he went to his text communicator and typed in a
message.

“EDMUND, BILL HERE. SORRY I
MISSED YOU. IF YOU COME ON BACK I’LL BUY YOU A HOT CHOCOLATE.
REGARDS BILL.”

He sat back and took a sip of his drink,
then went over and opened the door to await his future grandson.
Ten minutes later he heard a shuffle at the open door.

“Bill?” called Edmund
Scott.

“C’mon in, Edmund, I’m in
the living room.”

The future Scott entered at a slow pace. He
smiled at Bill and said, “Greetings from the future, Gramps.”

Bill got up and hugged his visitor. “Hey,
young fella,” he said, as he escorted him to an overstuffed leather
chair, “sit and relax. Breathe slowly.”

Edmund obeyed and continued, “As I was
saying, greetings from 2066.” He spoke quietly and paused
frequently. “We have a big problem as you saw. Actually, we always
seem to have a big problem every time we come to see you.” He took
a deep breath and went on, “I promise you, after this mission we’re
going to meet somewhere halfway in time where we can all breathe
fairly well and have a party.”

“I’m going to hold you to
that, Edmund. “Now, how can I help the group?”

“Well, you saw the
hologram,” Edmund said, as he closed his eyes. “We need someone to
travel back to get Ronald Reagan’s great-great-grandfather away
from the press gang.” He paused again to take a slow, deep breath,
and then continued, “The problem is the time line. It’s 1772. Well
before the time period that any of your club members participate
in.”

Bill looked down at the floor. “Yeah, that
is a problem. It’s about a hundred years too early for us. Plus, I
thought the furthest back we could go was to when this building was
first built?”

“In extreme circumstances,
we can send a person back to an earlier time through the same door.
But first we have to send back a probe to make sure there’s nothing
physical in the way. You see it’s not the door, but the spot that’s
the time portal. The door and the club ensure that there will
always be an opening available for us to enter the time period we
want without running into, say, a building or something. In this
case, a probe has already been sent back and the person would just
be walking out into a small group of trees.”

Bill nodded and said, ”Let me think about
it. We have some pretty adaptable members here and I’m constantly
surprised at what they accomplish. I’ll have to take a look at the
membership list and see who’s best to help out here. Maybe I’ll
take this one.”

Edmund shook his head. “No, Bill. The
council really hopes you can send someone else. You’ve become a
cornerstone for them, someone they can count on and they don’t want
you taking any chances.”

Bill sat back sharply. “But that’s a big
perk for me, to take trips. They must know that.”

“They do. And of course
they want you to time travel, but, they would like you to take more
of, you know, sort of vacation time-trips. Not go on missions that
could be dangerous.”

Bill nodded and said, “Well, we’ll see.
Meanwhile, I’ll have to do some research on this mission. But first
let me ask you this. If you know when he’s going to be grabbed, why
don’t we just go back the day before and warn him?”

“Because,” Edmund answered
slowly, “in this scenario more than a dozen men from various
counties are pressed and some of them, or their descendants, go on
to be great people. We’d never be able to warn them all. No, it has
to be done all at once, either just before they sail, or at sea
when they’re all together. The group has said that if that’s the
only way to save Ronald Reagan, then they’ll green light a plan to
just warn him the day before. But they want you to first try to get
them all at one time.”

Bill looked at his young future relative who
was appearing pale. “C’mon Edmund, let’s get you back to your own
time where you can breathe better. Tell the group I’ll check out
the best way to proceed and text you as soon as I get a handle on
how to do this one. Okay?”

Edmund slowly nodded, as Bill helped him to
the door.

“Want me to walk you out?”
he asked.

Once again Edmund Scott of 2066 shook his
head. “No Bill, I’ll be all right. Besides you have a mission to
plan. Stay in touch. Love ya.” He went through the doorway and into
his own time.

 


It was after midnight and
two cigars, when Bill finished a plan of action he thought might
work. Got to check out the club members
and see who’s a sailor of seagoing windjammers, or even if we have
any, he thought, as he started going
through his club members’ bios.

 


The big grandfather clock struck two, as
Bill sat back and stretched after hours hunched over his laptop. A
tap at his door and Matt came in carrying a big mug of hot
chocolate in his favorite Donald Duck mug. “Thought you might need
something about now, sir,” he said, as he placed the silver tray on
the coffee table next to Bill’s desk.

Bill smiled at Matt, dressed in his pajamas
and bathrobe and still looking reserved as ever. “Perfect, Matt, as
usual. Perfect timing. Why don’t you call it a night? One of us has
to sleep.”

Matt gave a slight bow from the waist, “Very
well, sir. If you have any need of me, please call. Good night,
sir.”

“Ah, hey Matt,” he said as
he held up his mug, “You really don’t have to tell anyone about
this . . . right?”

“Our secret,
sir.”

“Good night, Matt.” Bill
said with a smile as he looked at his mug.

Matt left the room to Bill and his
computer.

 


The clock chimed four as Bill logged off,
extinguished his third cigar and picked up the printout he made. He
sat back and read it.

Rocko
Perna, club member
for two years. Avid yachtsman. Thirty-two and single. Is a boat
owner. A windfall let him retire at a very young age. He’s a close
friend of fellow member and Time Traveler, John Brand.

Bill put down the printout,
stood and stretched. Tomorrow,
he thought, I’ll give
John Brand a call and talk to him about Rocko. Right now, it’s
bedtime. He turned off the light and went
into his room after leaving a wakeup call with Matt.

 


Matt tapped on his bedroom door and cracked
it open at ten-thirty in the morning. Bill rolled over and was
greeted by the aroma of the fresh coffee and buttered croissants
that Matt put on the bed table across his lap.

“Good morning,
Matt.”

“Good morning, sir. It’s
ten-thirty and as you requested, I’ve called Mr. John Brand and set
up an appointment for a light lunch.”

“Great, Matt. I’ll be down
in a half hour. I want to run through Rocko Perna’s stats again and
talk to John about them. Is this a new brand of coffee?” he asked
after he took a sip.

“Yes, sir. I took the
liberty of going to 1956 and purchasing a small package from the
proprietor of Junior’s restaurant in downtown Brooklyn. For years
they brewed from the very best beans. I thought you would enjoy a
cup of the best coffee about.” He walked to the door, turned and
said, “Oh, sir, I also purchased one of their famous cheese cakes
for desert.” He closed the door to Bill’s moan of
approval.

 


When the doorbell rang, Bill answered it
himself. John Brand smiled as Bill greeted him. They shook hands
and Bill closed the door behind him.

“How have you been,
John?”

“Good, Bill, and
you?”

“Fine, just fine.” He led
John upstairs to his apartment. “Grilled ham-and-cheese sandwiches
and coffee sound good?”

“Fine with me.”

 


After lunch they went out onto the sunny
balcony to smoke cigars and Bill said. “I have to tap your brain
for awhile.”

John nodded. “Go right ahead. What’s
up?”

“I need to send someone
back on a mission.”

John nodded again, as Bill looked him in the
eye and continued. “The trip is an early one. I mean, like
1772.”

“Wow! That is early. You
thinking about using me?”

Bill shook his head. “No, as much as I’d
like to. I need a boat guy. Someone who can do a long voyage from
the U.S. to England in a sailing ship.”

John flinched. “Ow! Right you are. I’m not
the guy. Especially on a sailing ship. I’d be going around in
circles. So, who are you thinking about?”

“Rocko Perna.”

“Rocko Perna!” exclaimed
John as he slowly nodded his head, “Wow, that’s great. He’s a good,
reliable guy. Plus, he knows his sailing ships. So,” he looked at
Bill with his eyes narrowed, “why am I here?”

“Because, I don’t know him
as well as you do. Before I became president, we sort of hung in
different circles in the club, and I need to make sure he’s the
right guy.”

“So you want me to give you
a ‘go-no-go’ on him?”

“Yeah, pretty much. I don’t
want to reveal the time-travel aspect of the club if he’s going to
turn it down. Know what I mean?”

“Sure I do. But believe me,
Bill, he’ll want to go.”

“Good, then why don’t you
ask him to join us? Together, we’ll introduce him with a trip back
to 1865.”

John smiled and said, “You won’t regret it.
He’s a first-rate guy.”

“Okay, tell me about him
and then we can give him a call.”

John inhaled long on his Cuban cigar, then
said, “Real down-to-earth guy. Started out living with his mom and
dad who were immigrants from Italy. They saved and bought a
three-family apartment house in Brooklyn. Rocko, or Rocky as we
call him, worked in the Domino Cane Sugar factory in South Brooklyn
for thirteen years. He went to work every day. Even during a few
big snowstorms when everyone else was out, he was at the job. He
didn’t know it, but his boss liked his attitude and when the boss,
who had no family, passed away, he left the factory to Rocky. Rocky
sold the factory after awhile to follow the one thing he loved most
in life, sailing.”

John flicked his cigar ash and continued,
“He read everything he could about the early sailing ships. He can
name every part of a man-of-war in the Royal Navy. The money he got
from the factory allowed him to realize his lifelong dream and he
purchased a sailboat. A twenty-footer, then sold that for a
thirty-five-footer, and finally a big oceangoing sailboat.” He put
his cigar out. “You picked the right man for the job, Bill.”

Bill smiled at John’s report. “What do you
say we take him on a trip to little ol’ New York?”

“An outstanding idea. I’ll
call him right now.” He took out his cell phone.

 


At three-thirty that afternoon, Bill looked
on as John brought Rocko Perna down the long dark-brown-carpeted
hallway toward him. Both were dressed in three-piece suits in the
1865 style. Rocky filled out his dark blue suit well. He was
five-foot-ten-inches tall and had shoulders like a football player.
According to John, he got them by helping out a plumber friend lift
radiators during renovations. He had a shock of jet-black wavy hair
and went hatless during a hat-wearing period. Bill met them halfway
and extended his hand.

“Rocko Perna. Welcome. I’ve
been meaning to get to chat with you for some time now.”

Rocko shook his hand and Bill was amazed at
his grip. Bill was no slouch as an ex-SEAL, but he could tell that
Rocko’s strength was natural. His hands were as strong as they were
large.

“President Scott,” Rocko
answered, “you don’t know how much this means to me. When John
called and said you were taking a few people for a special tour of
the club and I was one of them, well, this is fantastic. Thank you
so much for picking me. It’s an honor, sir.”

“So,” Bill said, looking at
John, “did John brief you about the tour?”

John answered for him, “No, President Scott,
I thought you’d like to do that.”

“First off, let me ask that
we three be on a first name basis, at least for the tour. I’m
Bill.”

Rocko responded, “My friends call me
Rocky.”

Then the third member chimed in, “And I’m
John.”

Bill nodded and said, “Rocky, John tells me
you have an open mind. Is that correct?”

“Yes sir, I believe I do,”
answered Rocky with a smile.

“And you enjoy the
club?”

“Very much.”

“And,” Bill said, as he
pointed toward the door he used for time-trips, “if I tell you
we’re going for a trip back to 1865, you’d be all for
it?”

Rocky didn’t answer. He just glanced at his
friend John who smiled and said, “If that door opened to 1865,
Rocky, would you go out there with Bill and me?”

Rocky smiled and looked at them with
puzzlement. “You guys are putting me on . . . right?”

John put his hand on Rocky’s shoulder and
said, “Remember that time when we were kids and I said I’d do a
cartwheel on the subway train at Coney Island? You bet me fifty
cents I wouldn’t do it, and I did it. Well, I’m going to give you a
chance to get your money back.” He pointed at the door. “Right
outside is 1865. I know because Bill took me there . . . more than
once. If it opens to 1865 you owe me another half buck, but, if
it’s still 2011 out there, I owe you the half. Okay?”

Rocky took two quarters out of his pocket
and said, “You’re on. And I hope I lose again.”

Bill grabbed the two coins, stuffed it in
John’s pocket and said, “You lose again, my friend.”

John turned to Bill. “Whenever you’re
ready.”

Bill took the key from around his neck,
opened the lock and swung open the heavy mahogany door. “Allow me,
gentlemen.” And he stepped into the stairwell.

“After you,” John said to
Rocky, and they followed Bill down the flight of stone stairs lined
with gaslights that glowed against the red brick walls.

Nice brickwork,
thought Rocky. They just
don’t do this kind of work anymore.

At the bottom, Bill stopped at another heavy
door. Rocky waited as he fumbled with the key again, opened the
lock and swung open the door. Bill stepped out and the other two
followed.

DATELINE: 1865 PLACE: THE 1800 CLUB’S
GARDEN, NEW YORK CITY

“What a beautiful garden!”
said Rocky as he looked around and admired the flowers and trees
enclosed inside the eight-foot-high stonewalls. Rocky grew up in a
brownstone in Brooklyn and each apartment house had a small
backyard, but he had never seen anything like this.

Bill walked toward the gate and John
followed, motioning Rocky to catch up. At the gate the men looked
out onto a cobblestone street, as three boys walked by. All wore
high leather shoes and had their pants held up by suspenders, each
wore a different colored shirt and each carried a slingshot. They
looked devilishly at the men and Bill looked sternly back and said
in a low voice, “Now, now, boys, mind your actions. You would be
amazed at how fast I can run after you.” They suddenly assumed
angelic looks and shrugged their shoulders as if they had never had
a mischievous thought.

Rocky watched it all and
was stunned. This can’t be,
he thought. A small wagon pulled by a white horse
trundled by. The driver was dressed in dark, rough work clothes and
had a bunch of packages on the flat bed of the wagon. The side of
the wagon said in white letters “KAHAINE’S FAST
DELIVERY.”

Or . . .can this
be? Rocky thought. He watched the boys run
behind the wagon and hitch a ride on the rear. True, they’re dressed in the mid-eighteen-hundred period, but
so are we. Can this be?

He nudged John and said, “Is this some kind
of elaborate joke? It looks real, but it can’t be.” He looked at
his friend and continued, “Right? I mean there’s just no such thing
as time-travel . . . is there?”

John slapped him on his shoulder. “Rocky, I
know just how you feel. I felt the same way when Bill brought me
here the first time. Oh, and by the way, you lost that half
dollar.”

“All right,” Rocky replied,
“let’s cut to the chase. If this is for real, why? Why me? Don’t
get me wrong. If this is for real, I’m happy to be here. But, as I
said, why me?”

Bill nodded and said, “It’s for real and
we’ll take you for a walk to prove it. As to why, well, the club
asks a few good men and women to help us out now and then. And
right now we need someone who has sailing experience, and you are
the premier sailor in the club.”

Rocko turned and looked at his old friend
John. “You guys want me to do something here?”

John looked at Bill. “No, Rocky, not me.
It’s Bill’s show. He asked me how I thought you’d react, and I said
you’d react the same way I did. Shocked, then happy, followed by
completing the mission.” He looked seriously at his friend, “Am I
right, Rocky?”

Rocky looked back with a level gaze and
said, “Wow! Yeah, you’re right. If this is for real, I’d be darn
happy to be back in 18-whatever. And if there’s sailing involved,
well, that’s a plus.” He opened his hands and implored, “But how is
this possible?” He watched a street cleaner dressed in a white
uniform and cap push a steel barrel on wheels. The man stopped to
sweep and pick up some leaves in the street. The side of the barrel
stated he was with the New York City Department Of Sanitation.

“How it’s possible will be
explained,” Bill said, “but where it’s explained is the fun part.
Where would you like to go while we’re here?” he said as he held
his arms out.

Rocky smiled. “This is for real then? This
is really 1865?” he asked as he scanned both men and again, both
nodded yes.

“Then,” Rocky said, as he
crossed his arms, “if this is 1865, I know of a nice little Italian
place down on Mott Street. It was opened in 1836 and had the best
Italian cooking around until it burned down in 1873. That’s where
I’d like to go. Okay?”

Bill smiled and called back over his
shoulder as he opened the gate, “Let’s go.” The three walked out
and Bill locked the gate behind them.

They just got to the corner when a
horse-drawn carriage made the turn and Bill started to wave it
down.

“Wait,” said Rocky, “let’s
take the New York and Harlem Railroad. We should be able to get one
on Fourth Avenue. It used to run straight down to Little
Italy.”

Bill looked at him and said, “New York and
Harlem Railroad. Is that some sort of trolley car?”

“Kind of, it’s a
horse-drawn carriage on tracks. It’s as large as a trolley car and
goes right down to Hester Street and we walk about three blocks. I
know because it’s been in operation since 1832. And it’s the form
of transportation most people took. It’s a must.”

“Fine with me,” Bill said
and looked at John. “Looks like we picked a real New
Yorker.”

John smiled and patted his friend’s back as
they started walking.

As they strolled it was Rocky who was out in
front. He was a font of information about New York in the
mid-1800s, and he knew where he was going, taking side streets as
if he had just stepped out of one of the tenements they passed
along the way. He smiled at the ladies and greeted anyone who
passed them. He scooped up a ball that came his way, as it got by
some boys playing on a corner. He threw it back while yelling, “Go
deep! Go deep!” and laughed as the boys ran far for the challenge
of catching his throw.

At a corner he turned to Bill with his nose
wrinkled. “I read that the smell was bad in these days, but this is
something else. These horses really smell bad.” He sniffed again
and pointed to stacks of refuse in front of a row of buildings they
were about to pass. “That too,” he said as they hurried over to
Broadway. “And the river too. I forgot they dumped an awful lot of
garbage in it at this time.”

 


Once on Bowery Street he looked both ways
and then at his pocket watch. It said four forty five in the
afternoon. It was the start of rush hour and businessmen and women
were hurrying to get home. On Second and Bowery Streets, they
spotted a horse-drawn carriage as it approached and a line of
people on the corner who waited to board.

Bill pressed some coins into Rocky’s hand
and said, “Here, Rocky, I brought some money along in case we
needed it.”

Rocky’s face dropped. “Oh wow! Bill, I’m
sorry. I totally forgot about money.” He looked at the coins. “Wow
again! A date of 1838! This is fantastic!” He looked again at Bill
and said, “Hey, I’ll pay you back.”

“Forget it,” Bill answered,
as he gave some coins to John. “I foot all the bills on a
mission.”

They got in line behind a
few people. Once again Rocky got a dose of reality he never
expected. Heavy clothes, lack of
air-conditioning and no deodorant equals bad body odor,
he thought.

They got on the large carriage and the big
man at the reins sat passively as each passenger dropped a coin on
the tin plate next to him. He looked up only when he didn’t hear
the plink of a coin in the tin plate as a passenger got on.

His grim look caused a middle-aged woman to
say indignantly, “I have to go through my pocketbook for the coin.
I’ll drop it in after I retrieve it.” And she harrumphed off to her
seat. Rocky noticed she dropped in her fare shortly after they
started.

This is fantastic!
he thought as the noisy streets slowly passed by.
The driver went from being passive to loud and aggressive as they
made their way through traffic. He shouted at other drivers and
they shouted back matching his tone. It reminded Rocky of the
cartoon of two dogs barking at each other while they are chained
up, but when their chains broke, both dogs run in opposite
directions.

The driver seemed upset that he was stuck
driving along the fixed tracks and couldn’t deviate from them. A
typical shouting match was the driver putting his head out the side
window of the carriage and shouting at other drivers, “Can’t ya
move any faster? What’s the problem with your horses? Don’t you
feed them? Why if I wasn’t stuck to this derned track, I’d show ya
how to handle them glue factory rejects.”

And the typical reply was along these lines,
“If you ever got behind a real set of horses an’ had ta’ steer,
you’d be bumping into gas lamps all over the city.”

Rocky smiled as he
thought, Wow, this is something you never
think about when you look at old black-and-white photographs and
line drawings. These people had all the problems and pressures we
have in 2011. I guess we don’t have exclusivity on road
rage.

Bill and John stared at the sights going by
but both were amused as they watched Rocky’s reactions on his first
time back to the past. They could relate as they remembered their
first trip.

Finally Rocky stood and pulled the cord that
activated a bell that signaled the driver to stop. “C’mon guys,
this is it.” The other two time-travelers stood up as the driver
pulled a long lever and applied the mechanical brakes with a
screech as the carriage came to a sudden halt. They jumped off as
new passengers climbed up the wooden step.

Rocky stepped into a mound of horse manure
and smiled as he exclaimed, “Hey, good luck!” He wiped off as much
as he could, still smiling. “This is good luck for me, guys,” he
exclaimed.

“Well,” said Bill, “this
town’s full of ‘good luck,’ Rocky. All you have to do is not look
for it to find it.” Bill laughed as he looked down to watch where
he stepped.

Once again it was Rocky who took the lead
and they crossed the street at Broadway and Mott Street. He
motioned them to step over a large puddle as they went down Mott
Street. In the middle of the block Rocky stopped and turned to
them, throwing out his arms, and exclaimed, “This is it! Little
Italy back when it started.”

Bill came close to him and said in a low
voice, “Shhh, Rocky. These people can’t even get a hint about where
we came from. It’d be more than science fiction to them. It’d be
like heresy. They’d be wanting to put us in the nut house straight
off.”

Rocky covered his mouth and said, “Yeah,
sorry, Bill. Guess I got carried away.” He stepped back and looked
around. “But, my gosh, you were right! This is for real! We’re back
here! Back where we make believe we are every time we go to the
club. Man, this is nothing but fantastic!”

Bill smiled and answered; “Guess you know
that you lost that half dollar bet to John.”

Rocky smiled again and said, “Man, this is
one bet I’d gladly lose every day of my life. Thank you both.”

They started walking down the street to the
restaurant when four young men stepped out of an alleyway and
blocked their way. All were dressed very fashionably in three-piece
black-and-white pinstriped suits. All had on pearl gray fedoras and
wore wide matching ties with heavily starched white shirts. Their
gray spats half-covered their highly shined black shoes.

Bill, John and Rocky started to walk into
the street to go around them when two of the young men stepped in
front of them, making it clear the visitors were to go no
farther.

Bill stepped forward as the three stopped.
“Excuse me, gentlemen,” he said.

A thin young man of about twenty smiled and
said to one of the others with him.

“Tony, did you hear this
fella? He called us gentlemen. Should we let them pass?”

The other young man said, “Sure! For two
dollars each we let them pass.”

Another of the intimidators, a heavy man
with the beginnings of a mustache, growled, “No! I think we need
five dollars each for them to go by.”

The first man smiled mockingly at Bill and
said, as he shrugged his shoulders, “I’m sorry, but my friend says
he needs five dollars each.” He put his hand out and continued, “So
just give me the money and you can pass.”

Rocky moved fast and grabbed the largest of
the bullies by the throat, lifting him off his feet so the pressure
was on his Adam’s apple. Although the man was taller and heavier
than Rocky, he was so caught off guard by the smaller man’s
quickness and strength that he couldn’t react.

Rocky began to speak
menacingly in Italian.“Chi li pensate
state giocando con stupid? Veniamo qui in buona fede da Brooklyn.
Dovrei incitarlo a pagarli entrare in questa vicinanza puzzante.
Dicavi l’amico di recedere o mangerete la pasta attraverso una
paglia. Capisca?” (“Who do you think you
are playing with, stupid? We come over here in good faith from
Brooklyn. I should make you pay us
for coming into this stinking neighborhood. Tell
your friend to back off or you’ll be eating pasta through a straw.
Understand?”)

The bully Rocky had grabbed started to kick
but Rocky countered by thrusting his index finger deep into the
man’s stomach. The big man stopped wriggling as the other three
stood and watched the mismatch that was underway.

Rocky turned and said to Bill and John,
“C’mon, guys. This fellow just agreed we could pass without
paying.” He turned to the man raised on his toes, “Right Stupido?”
(Stupid?). He gripped tighter and the man answered, “Ye . . . yes .
. .” Rocky dropped him and the time-travelers continued to the
restaurant as the four punks hung back and began arguing among
themselves.

Mama Candellaro’s restaurant was on Mott
Street between a vegetable and a fruit store that teemed with
shoppers who all seemed to be talking at once. Rocky smiled as he
held the door open for Bill and John.

As they entered Rocky
stopped. He stood in the doorway and took a deep breath with his
eyes closed. “Mama! Guys, if I keep my eyes closed, I’m home. My
mom would be in the kitchen cooking and singing. My pop is down in
the cellar making wine from red grapes he grew in the backyard. My
mom would open a big wedge of provolone cheese that was wrapped in
cheesecloth. It’s funny, but that cheese never seemed to get any
smaller as she shredded it to cover the pasta.” He stopped and
breathed deep again.

“She used to make red sauce
from the tomatoes she grew in the backyard. She and Pop tried to
edge each other out, for the sunlight in the garden without ever
saying it to each other. He needed it for the grapes, and she
needed it for the tomatoes and eggplant.” He slowly shook his head
side to side, “I can still see them.” He opened his eyes. “Guys,
you’re gonna love this place, I can tell.”

They took a table by the window.

John looked at Bill and with a smile
commented, “Are you sure you didn’t send him back before this and
not tell me?”

Bill laughed and answered as he looked at
Rocky. “No, this is his first time. Although you wouldn’t know it.”
He turned to Rocky, “Tell me, Rocky, how is it that you seem to fit
right in so easily here?”

Rocky smiled as a little boy placed fresh
bread and a dish of olive oil on the table and scampered away. He
broke off a hunk of bread and dipped it in the olive oil. “It’s not
the time, it’s the place.” He shrugged his wide shoulders as he
went on. “Italians have been Italian for thousands of years. They
don’t change. They love to shop for the best fresh foods and to
cook for their family and friends.”

He kissed his fingers and offered them up to
the god of food. “This time period is the best for food. Here they
use only the old methods. They make their own pasta, their own
sauces, their own ravioli, their own bread, even their own wine. No
way do they go to the store and buy a can of spaghetti and
meatballs. No, we may be back a hundred plus years, but it only
gets better if you’re Italian and love the old ways.”

Bill nodded and asked, “Anyone see a
menu?”

Rocky shook his head,
“There probably is no menu because the food being cooked in the
back is usually the only dish available.”

A short, heavyset, elderly woman with black
hair, who was the owner, came to the table and said, as she wiped
their already clean tablecloth, “Good day, gentlemen. Today we make
ravioli with red sauce and thin sweet sausage. We gonna start you
with antipasto and a minestrone soup. Then, ravioli and sausage.
Next American or Italian coffee with sambuca. Later, vanilla ice
cream but you got to wait, because the ice cream is made in
Piatio’s store, two blocks away.”

The time travelers nodded
and watched as the woman placed the napkin on Bill’s lap as a
mother would do for her children. The other two quickly put their
napkins on their laps, as she eyed them before she walked off to
her kitchen.

To Bill and John, it was like the food never
stopped. The portions were huge and the owner seemed to stay and
make sure they ate all she brought out. Rocky ate as though he ate
like this all the time. When he wasn’t eating he was complimenting
her in Italian as she beamed over them. When Bill left some bread
ends, she clucked and shook her head.

When they were having their dessert, Bill
took the opportunity to start briefing Rocky. “Why don’t I tell you
what this is all about?”

“Please, Bill, go
ahead.”

“Rocky, We
need someone to go back, even further in time than this, to pull
off a rescue mission. We have to take a, John Elsey, off a British
ship of the line, on July 10, 1772, at 1:36 p.m. The ship will be
off the coast of central Ireland, and is the HMS Raisonnable, captained by Captain Maurice Suckling. John Elsey is the
great-great-grandfather of Ronald Reagan and if we don’t rescue
him, he dies and Reagan is never born.”

Rocky suddenly sat forward, “You need to get
someone off a British ship of the line? Do you have any idea what
you’re asking?”

Bill nodded and said, “Yes, yes, I do. It’s
going to be tough for anyone who goes back. That’s why we want the
best. You!”

“Just how do I go about
doing that?”

“I really don’t know,” came
the response. “Believe me, I’d go if I could, but I’m sort of
grounded. Besides I’m not a sailing guy. I was with the Navy SEALS,
but they didn’t teach sailing. Anyway, the planning is strictly up
to you. I’m here to supply you with anything you might need. I’ll
brief you as much as I can, but then it’s up to you as to how you
go about accomplishing the mission . . . if you choose to take
it.”

Rocky looked at John and asked, “You went on
a mission, John?”

John nodded, “Yes. It was a tough one too,
although it was more in the time period we are used to.”

Bill leaned forward, “Rocky, you don’t have
to go. We can just go home and forget about it.”

“But, then Bill, who would
get him off the ship?”

“We’ll work something out.
But I have to be honest. If it doesn’t work, this country is in for
a load of trouble. Some bad changes coming soon.”

Rocky held up his hand, “Whoa, I’m going!
Nothing could stop me from going back to the days of sail. I’ve
dreamed of being a pirate all my life.” He shook his head, “No
guys, it’s my mission.”

“Well,” said Bill, “I’m
relieved. I saw you in action today and I really think you are
qualified to go back to the 1700s.”

Rocky sat back and smiled. “The mission can
be planned by me, correct?”

“Yep,” said Bill, “And I’ll
supply you with all you need. Back at the club I have all sorts of
books you can use for research.”

Rocky shook his head. “Thanks, Bill, but I
don’t need any more books. I have all of them, and over the years I
read them all. I’m starting to see the problems I might have, so
I’ll have to rely on you to get me certain items.”

“No problem. Anything you
need I’ll get for you.”

The three men finished their dessert and had
coffee. They finished with a thin, hand-rolled cigar and glass of
liqueur.

Rocky looked around and smiled. “Guys, this
was great. But now, I think we should go back. I’m itching to get
started and I have some heavy planning to do.”

Bill and John agreed and all three stretched
when they got up. It was getting dark when they paid the bill,
which came to three dollars and fifteen cents. Rocky was amazed,
“My lord, a person can live like a king here.”

Bill laughed, “Better have a good job
though. The prices reflect the wages.”

The owner of the restaurant held the door
open as they left. She smiled at the tip they left and told them to
hurry back when she would make them a special dish.

They stepped out into the warm evening air
and started to slowly walk toward Broadway. Although the street was
fairly busy, Rocky stopped them as he spotted six young men walking
towards them. The men all seemed to have a limp as they walked.

“Trouble, guys,” Rocky said
in a low voice.

“Where?” asked Bill as both
he and John looked around.

“Those six guys headed this
way,” Rocky said.

“Those guys?” said Bill.
“They all seem to have a limp.”

“Bats, you know, sticks,”
answered Rocky, “They all have bats or sticks down their pant’s
legs. They’ll hit us as soon as we pass by them.”

“Go back the other way?”
asked Bill.

“No,” answered Rocky,
“they’ll have some guys back that way too. No, we pass them and
turn around fast and grab them as they are taking the sticks out of
their pant’s leg. They don’t know we know, and they’ll be at a
disadvantage while they fumble trying to get the sticks out. We
have to hit them real fast though. Up to it guys?”

Both Bill and John nodded as they continued
on as though nothing was amiss.

The three walked naturally toward the thugs,
eyeing them uneasily as they closed the gap. As soon as they passed
them, Rocky spun around and grabbed one, threw him to the ground
and kicked a second as he tried to get over the shock of not being
the attacker. Bill and John each threw their man to the ground and
stood over them as they stopped trying to remove the sticks. The
other two ran off.

Rocky shouted in
Italian, “Hey stupido! Conoscete chi
siamo? La vostra sporgenza fa ed ancora ce li trasmette. Vada di
nuovo lui con un messaggio, esca della vicinanza. Alzisi e faccia
funzionare, stupido. Ora!” (“Hey stupid! Do
you know who we are? Your boss does, and still he sends you after
us. Go back to him with a message, ‘get out of the neighborhood.’
Get up and run, stupid. Now!”)

“Okay, Rocky, translate
that for us,” said Bill as they watched the men run off.

Rocky grinned and said through clenched
teeth, “I just told them we were the new guys in town.”

 


The three men took a small horse-drawn
carriage back to the club. They wanted to talk in private but Bill
noticed that Rocky constantly looked out the window and had a
faraway gaze in his dark eyes. Bill knew he was planning the
mission. He also knew he had selected the right man for the
job.

They arrived at the garden gate, Bill paid
the driver and they went up to the club, and 2011.

DATELINE: 2011 PLACE: THE 1800 CLUB, NEW
YORK CITY

Matt greeted them with hot coffee and
brandy. He noticed a tear in John’s pants and a scrape on Bill’s
knuckle. He raised an eyebrow. “I’ll have that fixed, sir. How are
the adversaries?”

Bill laughed. “Can’t put anything past
Matt.” He looked at his right-hand man and said, “They’re in a
world of hurt, Matt, a world of hurt.”

Matt smiled a quick smile and said, “Very
well, sir, well done. Will that be all?”

Bill sank down in his deep leather chair,
put his feet up on the coffee table and said, “Yes, thank you,
Matt. That’s all for tonight.”

John sat opposite Bill and picked up his
coffee as Rocky paced the floor.

He stopped suddenly and said. “Got it! I
have it.” He started to pace again, stopped and said in an excited
voice. “Okay. If I have to remove someone from a ship, I have to be
on another ship. It should be as large and powerful as the British
warship and have an experienced crew. The problem is, nowhere in
the world, at that time, could a private ship of that size and
capability be built without people wondering what we were going to
do with it. They’ll think that we were outfitting a pirate ship
after seeing all the cannon that we’ll put on the ship to defeat
the Brits.”

He stopped again and faced his colleagues.
“And in fact, that’s pretty much what it would be in their eyes, a
pirate ship getting ready to challenge the British navy.” He looked
off into the distance. “No, that can’t be done. We can’t have a
ship built. Too much can go wrong.”

He started to pace again, stopped and, with
a big grin, snapped his fingers and said, “Got it! Got it! Let me
think.” He started his thinking pace again and talked softly to
himself. He finally took a sheet of paper from Bill’s desk and
started sketching. “I think I have it.”

He turned to them again and said, “I have to
go home and consult a few of my special books to tackle this.” He
folded the paper and stuck it in his breast pocket, gulped down his
coffee and said, “I’m going now, guys, but I’ll be back tomorrow
with a plan. Okay?”

“Fine with me, Rocky,” said
Bill, as he stood up. He turned to John and asked, “Can you be here
tomorrow?”

“Wouldn’t miss it for the
world. I’ll be here. What time?”

Bill looked at Rocky for an answer.

Rocky closed his eyes and calculated,
“Eleven in the morning good?”

“Good,” said Bill and John
in unison.

The big clock struck ten as John and Rocky
left the club.

Bill smiled as he texted up to his future
grandson, “EDMUND, MISSION-PLANNING GOING WELL. MORE AS IT HAPPENS.
LOVE GRANDPA.”

 


At eleven the next morning, Matt brought in
eggs, bacon, toast and coffee for three. Bill sat at the end of the
dining table and John sat opposite Rocky at the table’s middle.
They were having their second cup of coffee when Rocky started
describing his idea for the rescue.

“When I realized I couldn’t
have a ship that would match a British ship of the line, I decided
to look at other options. The problem was, how to remove their
firepower advantage. Well, the way to do that is by having speed.
And I will take advantage of today’s technology to speed up my ship
to throw off their aim.” He took a sip of his coffee then continued
excitedly.

“The ship I either will
have built or converted will be stealthy. Not stealthy as in, radar
evading, but stealthy in that it looks harmless and won’t alert the
enemy until it’s too late. As for firepower, I’ll never be able to
match a ship of the line, so once again I’ll try today’s
technology. Not sure exactly how, but I’ll figure something out.
I’ll need a crew and once again I’ll have to play that by ear. I’m
going to have to sail from New York to England so I’ll need
money.”

He looked at Bill who answered, “No problem.
You’ll have enough to be a rich man back then. I suggest that if
you are going to be traveling, rather than carry large amounts of
money, you carry a pouch of diamonds. You can easily convert them
into money as you need it and they’ll be easy to conceal on your
person. Now I have a question. What if they press you onto a ship?
What then?”

Rocky smiled. “I’m going back as a
gentleman. A dandy in their eyes, and they don’t press gentlemen
into the service.”

John laughed out loud, “You, a gentleman?
Excuse me, Rocky, but that I have to see.”

Rocky gave him a light tap on the arm and
said, “Then wait until you see the clothes I’m taking with me. I’ll
be the best dressed dandy they ever saw.”

Bill laughed and asked, “So, Rocky, when do
you think you can go?”

“Hey,” he said, shrugging
his shoulders, “I’m ready now. All I need is the clothes and money
and I’m off. Matt said the clothes would be ready for me in the
morning. Now, I wonder if I can see a picture of my
target?”

“No problem,” said Bill, as
he reached into his desk drawer and removed the hologram. “Here it
is.” He started the hologram and all three watched as John Elsey
was dragged away tied up. “One more thing, Rocky,” said Bill, as he
showed him a hairbrush.

“This is a text
communicator. Just press down on the top of this hairbrush and
swivel it.” He showed Rocky how it swiveled and how the small
keyboard and monitor embedded into the open brush would appear.
“Just type in a message and hit ‘send’ and I’ll get it.”

Rocky handled it and said with admiration,
“This is fantastic! And don’t worry. I’ll get him out, Bill. I
promise I will.”

Bill shook his head as he added, “Actually,
there is one more thing to add to the list of things not to
do.”

“What’s that?”

“No matter what happens,
you can’t kill anyone.”

Rocky stood momentarily quiet as he
processed this bit of information then said with a shrug, “Bill It
never entered my mind that I might have to kill someone. Why would
you feel that you had to say that?”

“It’s the one rule that the
Time Tracking Group keeps hammering home. You see you will be among
people who have, or will have, children of their own and there is
no way we can tell what would happen to history if their life was
suddenly snuffed out.” He held out his hands, palms up as he went
on, “So you see that must be kept in mind at all times when you are
on a mission.”

Rocky nodded and said, “No problem, Bill.
I’ll be careful.”

 


The three went over some more details and
called it a day in the early afternoon, agreeing to meet at nine
the next morning. Rocky left with a printout of John Elsey’s
picture to commit to memory.

 


Nine o’clock the next morning Rocky stepped
out of Bill’s bedroom and posed for inspection in front of Bill,
John and Matt. He strolled as though he were on a model’s runway
with a big grin on his face. Bill and John clapped and chuckled
approvingly at seeing Rocky dressed as a dandy.

He wore a light blue linen jacket over a
white silk shirt that had a ruffled front and sleeves. His tight,
light blue pants stopped just below his knees where white stockings
began. Thin white suspenders held up the pants. He had on low,
black slippers with large silver buckle decorations. On his head he
sported a dark blue tri-cornered hat with a large white plume stuck
in the hatband.

Rocky turned and faced the three men with a
deep bow from the waist and a flourish with his hat.

“My dear sirs,” he said,
“so very pleased to make your acquaintance.”

John looked at Bill and quipped as he
fingered his two-piece, dark suit with black stockings, “I guess if
we are spotted, they’ll be no problem telling whom the two servants
are.” Bill nodded with a smile in agreement. They picked up Rocky’s
gear and moved to the door and 1772.

 


DATELINE: 1772 PLACE: NEW YORK CITY

Bill and John escorted Rocky down the stairs
to the door that allowed them to enter 1772. The probe showed that
the door would open in a stand of trees, because the time
selected, was before the 1800 Club building was built.

Bill opened the door a crack, ready to
retreat if there were any witnesses. If anyone did see them as
they entered 1772, it would look as though they just materialized
out of thin air. A shaft of bright sunlight entered the doorway,
and hearing birds sing told Bill that they were probably
alone. He peeked out, and when he was satisfied that they were
alone, stepped out into a patch of grass between two large oak
trees. From where he stood there was nothing to be seen of the
door entrance. It was nothing more than a spot between trees
just as the drone scout had shown them.

The first thing Bill did was to bend down
and quickly mark the place with three stones he picked up. He
patted earth and brush around them to make it appear as though
they had been there for years. He then went back to the spot
and, stepping over the stones, entered the stairway
where Rocky and John waited. 

“All clear, guys,” he said
and motioned to the door, “follow me.”

Now the three stood in 1772. They put down
Rocky’s gear and Bill shook his hand and said, “Remember,
Rocky, when you return here, the door won’t be open. You have
to text me so I can come down and open it. If by any chance
you lose the communication device, after a time, I’ll open
the door every Sunday at exactly noon. Got it?” 

Rocky shook hands with both of them, then
lifted the gear and smiled. “I’ll see you guys soon, and it’ll be
mission accomplished. Now get out of here before you blow my
cover.” John and Bill seemingly disappeared into thin air.

Now alone, Rocky looked around and smelled
the air of the period. Fresh air and flowers along with the Hudson
River but still, a hint of horse manure filled his nostrils. He
hefted his gear and started walking toward the small inn spotted by
the drone. It promised transportation down to the docks: his
destination.

The sun was hot and his fine clothes were
getting damp with sweat. There was a natural path that led to
a cobblestone road with small stores on both sides. At the end of
the road he saw the red roof of the inn. As he got closer, a
boy of about twelve ran to him.

The blond-haired boy smiled and said, “Sir,
good morn to you. May I help you with the parcels?” 

Rocky was about to say no, but remembered
his role as a gentleman and said with a sigh, “Oh blessed boy,
I thank my heavenly stars to be so fortunate as to have
crossed your path.” He put down his gear with a plop that kicked up
dust which settled on his shoes. He feigned disgust, “Oh dear! Look
at my shoes now. This wretched dust will ruin them for
certain.” Then looking at the boy, he continued, “Boy, if you
would but help me with my parcels to yonder eatery where I would
perhaps hire a carriage, I would be most generous in my
gratitude.” 

The boy easily lifted the
gear and with a smile said, “I be Will, sir. I live at yonder
inn. The Eagle it
is and there’s no finer place to fill
one’s belly.” 

“Then, The Eagle it is, Will. Let us be off.” 

They walked down the road and Rocky noticed
the small outhouse, out back and the two cows grazing in a
small pen beside the inn. Smoke went straight up, which
attested to the lack of a breeze, and hawks soared
overhead. 

This is as it should
be, thought Rocky, as they walked up the
wooden steps. 

It was cooler inside and a woman called out,
“Will Witherspoon! Where are you? Dawdling in the hay stack?”
She suddenly appeared from the kitchen and stopped short as
she saw Rocky with her son.

“No, mother,” said the boy,
“I would be helping this gentleman with his
baggage.” 

“Pardon me, sir,” she said,
as she fixed her golden hair, “I was in search of my son. I
see he has been of use to you.” 

“And quite a use at that,
he was. My horse ran off as I rested and these parcels are all I
was left with.” 

“Are you traveling far past
here, sir?” she asked. 

“Yes. In fact I’m in search
of a ship that may be departing to England, then to Scotland,
so I’m off to the wharves of New York. Would there be a chance of
perhaps getting transportation to my destination? I’ll pay
whatever you deem it to be.” 

“My son will take you on
our wagon. But I fear that it’s not what a gentleman like you
is used to riding in.” 

Rocky removed a white silk handkerchief from
his sleeve, waved it in front of his nose and said, “Please, worry
not that I may be offended, for I truly am in need
of transportation whatever the means may be.” 

“Would you like to partake
of food before leaving, sir?” 

He shook his head and said, “Alas, I’m not
sure of the time a ship may leave and I must sail as soon as
possible. Therefore, I must decline the chance to savor your
wares. Perhaps on the return trip.” 

She smiled and looked up at the sun. “’Tis
close to the noon hour, sir. Should you leave now, you could
be at the wharves by one o’clock today. Is that your
wish, sir?” 

“It is, Madam, it is,” he
said, fanning himself. 

“Will,” she said, turning
to her son, “go fetch the horse and wagon. I wish you to take
this gentleman to his destination. But, mind that you are
home before dark. There’s sheep to pen.” 

Will ran barefoot to the back of the house
shouting in a ‘happy-to-be-going-on-a-trip voice,’ “Yes,
mother.” 

 


The lad drove the horse as well as might be
expected for a working boy of the 1700s. He expertly drove
around holes and missing cobblestones in the road to produce a more
comfortable ride for the gentleman.

Rocky looked at him and
thought, This kid is so well-behaved,
but I’ll bet anything he wants to run the horse.
Turning to Will, he said casually, “I wonder how
fast she’ll run if you let her?” 

The boy looked at him and, with a
mischievous smile, answered, “If she has her own head, sir,
there’s not another horse around that’ll catch her.” 

“So says you,” answered
Rocky, appealing to the boy’s natural wild side. 

“That be the truth, sir.
Why, just last week . . . I mean, well, she got spooked and .
. . well . . .“ 

“She ran?” 

“Run she did, sir. I tell
you Tiger has fire in her. But, I’m not to stoke it, says
mother . . . but,” he said, looking around, “if by chance she ran,
you’ll be at the wharf earlier than you
planned.” 

Rocky arched his eyebrows and said in a low
voice, “Go for it, Will. I’ll not reveal our run.” 

Will’s face lit up and he snapped the reins
lightly over the horse’s rump, stood up and yelled. “Up, Tiger!
Run, girl, run!” 

The horse seemed relieved at being let loose
and she ran. The boy became part of the wagon as he sank and
rose with each dip and rise of the road. People and small
carriages moved quickly out of the way, shouting at them as they
flew past.

Rocky held tight and watched as his parcel
bounced all over the flat bed of the wagon. The run lasted
close to ten minutes and both the boy and the horse
seemed happy to have gotten it out of their systems.

They went back to a trot when
Will turned to Rocky and asked sheepishly, “Sir, would you be
so kind as to not mention this bit of shenanigans to my
mother?” 

Rocky patted his shoulder, “Your secret is
mine too, for I fear that I may have led you to run
her.” 

They arrived at the foot of New York and the
wharves were full of sailing ships loading and unloading their
cargo. Thousands of sea birds screeched as they flew low over the
masts in their search for food. Rocky smelled the salt water and
looked at what he had seen only in books as black-and-white
drawings. Men actually sat on the dock mending sails and repairing
ropes and other ship parts, as they chatted amongst themselves.

It suddenly hit Rocky as he
thought, Wow! These guys really do sit
here and work. But it’s not like they have to work here. It’s because they
want to. They want to see the boats coming and going. It’s what
makes a sailor a sailor. They want to be near the sea and ships.
It’s their love as it’s my love too. 

The time-traveler got down from the wagon
and Will passed him his gear. Rocky reached into his pocket for a
coin and handed it up to the young man.

Will was ecstatic. “Thank you, sir, thank
you! Mother will be proud of me. Please come back and visit on your
return.”

“I will, I will. Thank you
for your kindness, young man.” Rocky said and walked toward the
ships as he took in the sounds and smells of an era he only read
about.

He saw groups of men who
were reading signs posted on trees by the waterfront. The signs
noted when ships were leaving New York and their destinations. He
saw a large three-masted ship and walked over to a sign tacked on a
post near it. The Lindsey May
was going to leave New York that evening, and port
in England. The sign also noted that the length of the trip
depended on the winds, but was normally four to five weeks long. He
looked up at the ship, and, although being this close to a sea
going, three-master blew him away, he feigned the look of a
frightened man.

Rocky again hefted his gear
and walked up the gangplank along with five other men. Most were
dressed as working men and he felt somewhat out of character to
look like a pampered gentleman and reminded himself,
I have to buy some sea clothes before we
sail.

On the deck a hefty and
very tanned sailor gathered them all together and said in a booming
voice, “Working seamen, stand to me left, paying travelers, stay
put.”

Of the five other people who boarded with
him, only one other stayed put. The man stood about
six-feet-one-inches tall and seemed to be fit, not fat nor thin. He
seemed to have no problem hoisting his large sea bag on his
shoulder. He was dressed in what Rocky would call a business suit
of the period, not like his own fine clothes, but not cheap either.
A brown thick cotton jacket over a blue shirt opened at the neck
and pants, a slightly darker brown that draped over high-top brown
leather boots. He had a knitted brown stocking hat over the shock
of blond hair that at times looked white in the sunlight.

“You gentlemen,” the portly
sailor continued as he pointed to Rocky and the other traveler,
“stay right there. The Capt’n would be speakin’ ta ya soon.” He
went down a hatch with the others.

Rocky turned to the other
man and thought, May as well start my
cover right now. He rolled his eyes and
said to the man, “Do you think we’ll get seasick? I tend to get
upset in a carriage when it’s on a bumpy road, so I fear the
rolling of a ship may induce the same effect.” He leaned closer to
the man and said in a confidential whisper, “’Tis my first sea
voyage, so I truly know not, what my disposition may
be.”

The fellow looked back at him as though
sizing him up. He put out his hand and with a smile said, “Edward
Schure, sir. Pleased to make your acquaintance. And fear not about
seasickness due to a rolling motion for I’m assured that this is a
stable vessel. However, I am an apothecary and do carry some herbs
to quell the uneasy stomach.”

Rocky instinctively grabbed his hand and
shook it warmly. He remembered to stay in his role as a
semi-helpless gentleman, as he said, “Oh, thank you, kind sir. I’m
Rocky Perna, and I’m on my way to England, then Scotland to see
about some property I’ve invested in.”

The man’s blue, gray eyes sparkled as he
said, “I’m on to England. I’ve some colleagues I met at a medical
conference in Boston, who practice medicine over there. They say
there is no better place to learn the medical profession than in
London.” He looked around the deck. “Forgive my curiosity, sir, but
is your baggage arriving soon?”

Rocky shook his head. “Alas no,” he said.
“My luggage was lost on a trip from New Jersey. My steed became
uneasy and ran off carrying most of what I had brought along.
Luckily, this parcel fell off. I hope to do a quick shop before we
sail. Are you familiar with New York, Mr. Schure?”

“Please call me Edward, and
I’m familiar enough to help you get your bare necessities. We’d
best hurry for we sail with the tide.”

“Gentlemen.” They turned
toward the deep voice and saw the captain approaching. He wore his
long black hair pulled and tied back into a pony tail and had a
short trim mustache. He had thick side burns, which seemed to frame
his tanned face. Over his broad shoulders draped a long blue coat
that flared at the bottom and black, tight-fitting breeches. A red
vest was worn over his white shirt with a frilly collar. His dark
blue, three-cornered hat had a gold round badge on it and was set
at a jaunty angle. His sea boots were shined and his black thick
belt held a short scabbard that held a knife. He smiled easily as
he extended his hand to them.

“Captain Lawrence Sojack,
gentlemen. I and my ship and crew, are at yer service sirs.” He
made a small bow as he tipped his hat to his paying customers. “I
take it that ya be on yer way to merry ‘ol England?”

The big man answered first. “I be Edward
Schure, Captain Sojack. And yes, England it tis, then on to
London.

“Dear ol’ London town,”
said the captain. “Never would there be a dull moment there, I dare
say.” He turned to Rocky and offered his hand. “And you, sir? Where
be yer destination?”

Rocky gave a slight bow as he shook the
captain’s hand and responded, “My destination would be England,
dear Captain, then on to Scotland.”

“Ahh, bonnie Scotland! A
great land indeed, even if they tend ta’ wear ladies dresses at
times.”

Rocky smiled at this and said, “Yes,
Scotland it is, Captain. For I have business to attend to.
However,” he said, gesturing, “as you can see I fear I have no
baggage except for this small package I was able to save from a
runaway horse.” He gave the captain his most helpless look and
continued, “I was hoping to do a shop before we departed. Is this
possible?”

“We sail at sunset, sir.
I’m sure the shops along the dock would be able to help ya. And,
for the ship’s record, your name, sir?”

Rocky removed his hat and bowed deeply. “I,
dear Captain, am Mr. Rocky Perna. I am off to Scotland to sign some
sort of legal papers, my advisers say are important. As I said to
Mr. Schure, this is my first sea journey and I pray that you will
keep the motion to a steady movement and not a rolling one.” He
pointed to his stomach and said in a stage whisper, “My stomach
tends to become easily upset, you see.”

The captain fashioned a look of concern and,
with a slight wink to Schure, turned to Rocky and said, “Of course,
sir! I had every intention of taking as steady a course as ever I
did. Rest assured. Now, I’m sure ya both know of the
twenty-one-pound-seven-shilling-and-one-penny fee, for a trip of
this magnitude? It was posted on yonder post. They both nodded.
“Now then, I’ll have Jenkins collect the fare and show ya to yer
berths and then you can go ta shop for yer wares.” He looked up at
the sun and continued with a cautious tone, “Remember sirs, the
tide waits for no man. Best ta keep an eye on the sun, fer she dips
fast and I’ll have ta be off on me journey.”

He turned and waved to an elderly seaman
with long white hair and tattoos up and down his arms. “Jenkins!”
he shouted to the sailor. “Come take our guests below.”

The man walked with a slight limp and easily
picked up Rocky’s baggage as he waved to another seaman to bring
Shures’ along. He muttered to them, “This way, gents, and mind yer
‘eads. ‘Tis low down b’low.”

Rocky finally had a moment
to look around. This is the best!
he thought as he tried to take it all in at
once. I’ve died and gone to heaven.
He stumbled as the heel of his dress shoe caught
an uneven board that protruded and a seaman caught him.

The man said with a grin, “Careful mate, ya’
don’ want ta’ be fallin’ or’board so soon in the journey.”

Rocky thanked him and
thought, Oh well, that just adds to the
clumsy gentleman act.

As he was led down to the
second deck, he thought, Wow!
How many times I’ve read all about this, the
darkness of the interior, the closeness and smell of sailors who
haven’t bathed for weeks, but this is it for real! It is dark! It is close and it does smell . . . but it’s a dream
come true. 

Suddenly, out of the corner
of his eye he spotted something move in a dark corner.
Rats! he thought, as he
remembered how they shared the ship along with the crew. He
shrugged his shoulders. Oh well, all part
of the trip. 

The sailor led them through a tight passage.
It was low and made them all bend as they went their way. In the
rear of the ship, where the ride was smoother, Jenkins stopped at a
small door and opened it revealing a room, five-by-six feet with a
wooden cot attached to the hull wall. A small table hung on four
ropes from the ceiling. The ropes were there, Rocky knew, to sway
with the roll of the ship. There was an empty wooden bowl for
washing and a tattered, but clean towel on a peg.

Jenkins opened another door to the right and
showed them another room identical to the first. He put Schure’s
baggage in the first one and Rocky’s in the second.

He said, as he pointed to a smaller room
with the door open, “Gents, this here’s fer when you need ta use
the privy. Mind yerselves now, sometimes the water sloshes up
through the privy hole. Now,” he said as he held out his hand, “the
capt’n’s fee and me job’s done here.”

He walked away after collecting the money
and left them standing there.

Schure turned and said, “Come, Mr. Perna.
We’ll see to purchasing your needs before the tide turns.”

Rocky agreed and they went up on deck. “Mind
that plank, Mr. Schure,” Rocky said pointing it out. “It tends to
sneak up when one least expects it and gives the crew a jolly good
laugh.”

That remark made Schure chuckle. “Mr. Perna!
A sense of humor! Ha! I love a good sense of humor. And from an
unexpected source at that.”

Rocky smiled. “Should gentlemen not have a
sense of humor, Mr. Schure?”

“Please, sir, call me
Edward. Let us not be so formal, for we shall be together in close
quarters for weeks to come!”

Rocky laughed as he
thought, This guy could be a friend of
mine in The 1800 Club. He’s for real. Then
he said, “Edward it is then. And you must address me by my given
name, Rocky.”

“Then, Rocky, shall we go
ashore?”

They went down the gangplank as the
crewmembers watched and waited for the gentlemen to stumble. Wages
were exchanged as they left the ship without a stumble.

 


Rocky thought as he looked
around, New York City in 1772! This is
amazing. Thank you Bill and John!

They set off toward a block of stores and
Rocky found his dress leather shoes a poor match for the slippery
cobblestones that lined the way. Horse waste and fish parts from
seagulls littered and made the streets hazardous. He saw a group of
men sitting on the dockside repairing nets. He smiled as he
remembered sitting in the same spot having pizza with Joe
Pelligrino, an old friend of his in the 1990s. He looked down
toward Front Street where he and Paddy Gilardi, a friend from
Brooklyn, had drinks in Jeremy’s Ale House in the late 1990s. Now
the place was a sail maker’s hut.

The two men proceeded up an uneven wooden
sidewalk to the stores. As they passed a row of fish shops, Rocky
noted that the Firemen’s museum would be in one of these buildings
in the future. He looked up at the skyline, as he had done so often
when he ate at the South Street Seaport area in the future, and
realized the entire place was so much brighter now.

It’s the low
buildings, he thought with a start.
They allow much more sunlight to come into the
area compared with the future. Because real estate was in such
demand, the skyscraper was born and drowned out the light and
turned the place into a city of gray canyons. What a shame!


Rocky’s reverie was broken when he found
himself being guided into a store by Edward.

“This is where you’ll find
undergarments,” said Edward, as he looked around. “And there,” he
said, pointing to another counter, “is where you will find
stockings along with handkerchiefs and shirts. I do think we should
find you a leather jerkin of some sort rather than your silk
jacket. The weather will be less able to chill you, than if you be
in silk. In fact, I would advise you to not any purchase finery for
the trip. Perhaps, wait until we dock in England, rather then
trying to store them in the tight confines of the ship.”

“Wise advice, Edward. I
thank you for your foresight. And, as the ship’s food fast becomes
old, I insist that we dine before we leave and I pick up the
ticket.”

The big man smiled. “If you insist, then I
shall have to agree to such a request.”

“Oh, insist I do, Edward!
For in fact, I’m famished and feel it may be a spell before we have
food on land again.”

Rocky chose his clothing along with sturdier
shoes than he presently wore and paid, asking the manager to have
them sent to the ship before it sailed.

They left the haberdasher’s
and walked to a small food shop nearby called, ‘The Canvas.’ Inside were small
wooden tables and a piece of slate leaning against the wall showed
the food on offer. The aroma from the kitchen made Rocky
think, If the food tastes half as good as
it smells, we’re in for a treat.

A small man with long brown hair tied back
approached and said, “When you are ready, gentlemen, just raise
your hand to me and I shall serve you. Martin’s my name.” Then he
went back to the cutting board where he had been working.

“Roast beef for me, Rocky,
and an ale.”

“Same for me,” answered
Rocky remembering the poor state of drinking water in these times.
He waved to Martin who came over and took their orders. As they
waited Rocky looked around and began to laugh softly.

“You really must share your
good humor with me, Rocky, for I fear I am at a loss as to what
provokes your laughter at times.”

Rocky pointed to the
paintings on the walls. “The name of this eating
establishment. The Canvas!
Ha, I thought it would be a place displaying
ships’ canvas, but no, ‘tis a place displaying artist’s works on
canvas. Clever those artists, are they not?”

“Indeed, they are, my
friend.”

Rocky grinned and thought
as he studied the artwork, Boy, I’d love
to purchase one or two pieces. They are good, and they are long
gone in my time. But, knowing he had no
place to store them he could only enjoy them briefly.

The roast beef was served on clay plates
with a large piece of brown bread and small, diced potatoes. It was
tasty, even though it was on the tough side, and they needed the
two-pronged forks and sharp knifes the man set down next to the
dishes. It was smothered in gravy and the two men ate every bit of
the dinner and then washed it down with a second mug of the dark
ale.

After their meal, Rocky paid the modest
bill, and they left the eatery. The sun was going down and the walk
back to the ship was done with caution, as the cobblestones, coated
by the evening fog, made them more slippery than usual. Candles and
lanterns were being lit throughout the seaport and a different
lifestyle was appearing. Women in heavy makeup walked in twos and
threes, and smiled at the men as they left for home. And more than
one man stopped to talk to them.

A seaport bar, ‘the
Carriage House,’ was well lit and a piano played, somewhat out of
tune Rocky noted, as he took it all in with a smile. More shadows
flitted between the boxes and barrels that littered the area and he
made out a cat chasing a rat . . . or, he thought, was it the other way around?

“Caution, Rocky. At this
time of the day, one can’t tell if a shadow is a person bent on
crime or just a harmless wooden post,” said Edward, as they walked
up the creaking gangplank.

Jenkins stood on deck and lifted a lantern
as he checked all who stepped aboard. Rocky noticed he had a club
in his right hand, probably to discourage unwanted stowaways.

“Good! Jus’ in time then,
lads,” he said. “Evening wind’s heading offshore and the capt’n ‘ll
want to be with it.”

“I see ya have yer wares,
Mr. Perna. I’ll have Jenkins put them in yer cabin.” The voice that
came from the darkened deck was Captain Sojack as he motioned to
the package delivered earlier. He kept an eye on everyone who came
onto his ship. “I suggest ya stand aside, gents, as the boys will
be running about as we take her out and I wouldn’t want to have ya
bumped o’er the side. Gives a ship a bad name.”

 


Within ten minutes of
coming aboard, the sails caught a breeze and they watched the
lights from the shore recede. Rocky listened to the ship as she
creaked and groaned, and felt the fresh salt air on his face as
realized the smells of the city were gone . . . along with the
noises. He looked aft and thought, It’s so
quiet! He gazed up at the sails as they now
went taut with a full wind. This is nature
at its best, he thought, watching the waves
break against the bow. Not a sound of a
pollution-making engine, just the wind pushing a sail.
He smiled as he heard the creaking of the masts as
they groaned against the wind.

Suddenly a booming voice came out of the
darkness, “What ship?”

“The Lindsey May,” replied the captain through a speaker horn. Rocky saw the
lights of another ship appearing as if by magic. Then he saw the
ship as a darker outline against the twinkling
stars.

The voice in the dark continued, “Sojack!
‘Tis I, Harper! All’s well I hope?”

Captain Sojack called back as they came
abeam of the other ship. “Harper, ya ol’ seadog. What port are ya
running from this evening?”

Rocky could see a smile on the captain’s
face by the light of a lantern near the compass.

Harper answered as they continued to pass
each other, “From jolly ol’ England, I am. But mind ya, she ain’t
so jolly these days my friend. She needs sailors, and it seems she
like the Yankee ones best. Keep a sharp lookout, and ya can buy me
a drink for my advice next time we port together.”

“Thank you, my dear Harper,
for the news. I shall stay alert.” He put down his speaking horn as
both ships disappeared from one another and he went
below.

“I think perhaps it is best
we get some rest too, Rocky,” said Edward, “for when at sea, we are
at natures whim, and one should rest when one can.” Rocky agreed
and they went below.

It got even darker as they approached their
cabins. Jenkins appeared with a lantern.

“Best have me go in first
gents. Ya can never know what may be sleepin’ on yer bunk and this
here lamp keeps ‘em away. I’m gonna light yer candles fer ya’s.
Just make sure ya put ‘em out befer ‘ya go ta’ sleep. The capt’n
fears fire worse then pirates.”

He opened Rocky’s cabin
door, lit a small candle and placed a glass cone over it and left.
By the feeble light Rocky saw that on the small bed was the parcel
of clothes he had purchased. He opened them and removed a long
woolen nightshirt. He laid out his clothes for the next day, a mix
of fineries and the leather jerkin and deck shoes. He smiled
thinking, Heck, usually I wear less when I
sail. Just a T-shirt, shorts and sneakers.

He was pleasantly surprised
at the steadiness of the boat as it plowed through the sea.
They made them pretty good back then . . .
rather, now, he thought as he climbed into
bed. Usually, he slept with a porthole open when he sailed, but his
cabin had none. He laughed to himself as a breeze filtered between
some loose fitted planks. Guess I don’t
really need an open porthole to get the fresh sea breeze after
all. 

The mattress was a thin covering of wool
that itched as the straw beneath it poked through. After a few
minutes he put some of his clothing under it to soften it a bit.
There was a heavy blanket rolled up at the foot of the cot that
proved to be as itchy as the coarse mattress cover, but it did its
job of keeping the night’s chill off. He wanted to go through all
that had transpired that day but fell asleep right away.

 


A tap on his door woke him, and he saw light
coming through spots in the ceiling. He could see shadows crossing
the lights and realized the ceiling he was looking at, was the
ship’s deck where some tar caulking had come down, revealing the
daylight and sailors going about their business. The small bits of
dried tar were sprinkled over his blanket and in his hair. The
shouted commands and slap of bare feet overhead told him the crew
was up and at work already. He opened the door to see Edward
standing there.

“Good morn, Rocky. I trust
you slept well?” Edward handed him a steaming mug and said, “Tea
straight from the galley. I’m told by the cook, that if you are up
in a short time he’ll fix us some breakfast. Do you feel up to
it?”

Rocky smiled and answered as he took the
tea. “Lord, man, I do feel fine! It’s as though we are on nothing
more than a slow ferry crossing a lake. Why, at this rate, I feel I
might even purchase my own ship.”

Edward laughed at this and said, “Your sense
of humor seems to have survived the first night, my friend. Now,
I’ll leave you to get dressed and ask that you knock on my door and
we shall breakfast together.” He turned and went back to his small
room.

Rocky dressed in close-fitting dark cotton
pants that came up to just under his knees. They tied at the bottom
and had the dual purpose of holding his white stockings up and
keeping drafts out. He wore his new soft-leather deck shoes and the
same white shirt from the day before minus the cravat. Over this,
he put on his new brown leather jerkin. A small three-cornered hat
topped his head, and his hair, while not as long as the others, was
pulled back in a ponytail. He noticed that Edward had dressed in
much the same manner.

The time traveler tapped on Edward’s cabin
door and followed him through the belly of the ship to the small
galley. Breakfast was eaten on a wooden table top that hung from
the wooden ceiling on ropes to provide a semi-stationary setting as
the ship rolled with the swells.

The cook said there was dark coffee or tea,
thick white bread smothered in jam, soft-boiled eggs or porridge.
He was a portly man in his fifties who was bald and wore an earring
in his right ear. He cooked on a small iron stove and talked as he
put out the breakfast for both men.

“Only two passengers this
trip, eh? Good thing the cap’n took some cotton aboard ta’ sell to
the Brits, ‘else the trip wouldn’t be worth makin’.” He stoked the
coals in the small oven then looked at them with a grin.

“Well, gents don’t be
thinking that this is every mornin’, ‘cause the bread ends when the
bugs find it or it turns. Whichever happens first.” He smiled and
showed a mostly toothless mouth. “Plenty of tea or coffee long as
the water lasts. ‘Cause if’n it rains we’ll have more. Eggs will be
here, ‘less the cap’n wants chicken for supper some night. An’ if’n
we run outta fresh water, don’t be surprised to taste lots o’ salt
in your eggs.”

The two ate their breakfast of eggs, bread
and porridge, washed it down with thick, black coffee and went up
on deck. It was a beautiful day for sailing with high clouds and a
steady wind. Sailors were up on the yardarms piling on more sail to
grab as much of the wind as they could under the watchful eyes of
the captain and Jenkins.

Captain Sojack saw them and waved them over
to the weather deck. He stood by the sailor at the wheel and
checked the compass heading, as he watched his men climb about.

“It’s a ballet, gentlemen,”
he said, proudly looking up at his crew, “A ballet of men going
about as hazardous a job as any on land. Their work be as hard as
any landlubber can ever fathom. Most came to sea when they were
young ‘uns.” He turned and looked at them with a smile and said, “I
myself started as a powder monkey at the tender age of eleven, and
at that I was older than most.”

He looked off to the horizon as though
remembering. “Many a friend of yer captain’s gone o’er the side,
gents. Many a friend dwells in Mr. Davy Jones’s locker, they do.”
He turned abruptly and smiled again. “Course, them’s the hazards o’
the sea and we’d have it no other way.” He shook his head. “No, ta
be free with the wind. ‘Tis the life. Not stuck in some muddy hole
on land.”

Rocky looked up at the
sailors in the topsails. They were confident and relaxed as they
went about their work. I’d give anything
to be up there with them, he thought as he
shook his head in admiration.

Mistaking his admiration for the sailors, as
fear for them, the captain said as he slapped Rocky on his
shoulder, “Don’t worry about them, sir. ‘Tis when they are aloft
that they are at their best.”

Turning to the captain, Rocky kept up his
act of uneasiness. “It is fear for them that makes me quiver,
Captain. But it is, as you say, a ballet they perform up there. One
does imagine it tests a man in many ways.”

“Aye, that it does.” The
captain patted his slight paunch of a belly. “If not for this
getting in the way, I’d gladly be up there with the lads. But these
days I must stay with my feet planted firmly on deck.” He nudged
Rocky in a fun way and continued, “Now, if ya should want to test
yourself, sir, me lads would welcome you aloft with open
arms.”

“Not I, sir,” Rocky
answered quickly, “not I.”

“I would.”

They both turned to Edward who was looking
up too.

“Yes, I would like to test
myself out on the yards.” He looked at the captain. “Might I go
aloft, Captain Sojack?”

The captain grinned and yelled, “Jenkins,
Mr. Schure would climb to the yards. What say you of that,
sir?”

“It be all right with me,
Cap’n if’n it’s all right wi’ you. Shall I start ‘im up
then?”

“If you please, Jenkins, if
you please,” said the still grinning captain.

Jenkins walked Edward over to the rope
ladder that went up from the ship’s rail, at an angle to the crow’s
nest. “I’d advise ya ta remove ya shoes, sir. Yer toes’ll get ya a
better grip. Step here ‘fore ya go up.” He pointed to the deck and
Edward saw black tar between the deck planks, some of which was
oozing out in the heat of the morning sun. Jenkins pushed Schure’s
feet onto the tar and it clung to the bottom of his feet. “That’ll
give ya some sticking, and less slipping. And mind you hold the
rope sides and not the rungs. Let yer thumbs work for ya.” He
looked up and shouted to the sailors aloft. “Be alert, men. The
gentleman would join ya if’n he could. Should he get close ‘nough,
give ‘im a hand, would ya’?”

The men looked down with wide grins as
Edward looked up.

As Edward climbed up he realized the ship
seemed to sway more as he got higher. The spray of salt water
slicked the ropes and he grasped them tighter as he neared the
halfway point. The men began cheering him on and shouting advice.
“Wrap yer toes ‘round the rope, sir. Don’t grip the sides so tight
as to hold longer than ya need ta.”

Finally Edward reached to just below the
crow’s nest, and hands grabbed him and hoisted him onto it. A shout
reverberated throughout the ship as he stood up on the small round
platform high above the main deck, holding on with one hand as he
waved the other in victory.

The captain looked at Rocky and said, “He’s
a brave one, sir. Not many a landlubber’d go up there.” He winked
at Rocky, “Good friend ta have in a scrap, sir.”

Rocky looked up and felt a new respect for
his friend from 1772 and wished he were aloft with him.

Once back on deck, Edward was all smiles as
he tried to remove the tar from his feet. The captain passed a
drink of rum to both of them and took one himself. He raised his
mug.

“Here’s to a landlubber
what can climb a ship’s ropes. And should ya crave a job on a ship,
come ta me first and I’ll teach ya all ya needs ta know. Cheers!”
The three of them drained their mugs.

 


The rest of the trip went without incident
and early on the morning of the twenty-seventh day, Rocky heard a
sailor shout, “Land ho!” They all looked up and saw which way the
man in the crow’s nest pointed and followed his gaze. Out of the
morning fog was a dark slip of land.

“Ireland,” said the
captain, as he looked through his glass. “We should port in London
by noon, six days from t’day, if’n this wind holds, and we don’t
meet any Brits along the way.” He looked at Rocky and Edward and
said, “Plenty o’ time, I think, gentlemen, to wrap up yer parcels.”
He did a 360 degrees sweep round the ship and said, “No warships ta
greet us. Good luck fer us. Don’t need ta lose any o’ my men ta a
press gang.” He turned to his two passengers and with a firm look
said, “Come ta my cabin, gentlemen, I’d have a word wi’
ya.”

Both men followed him to his cabin on the
main deck. It was a spacious room compared to the rest of the ship,
and as they entered, a young boy was leaving with an empty
breakfast tray.

The captain motioned them to sit in the two
seats opposite him at his desk. He pulled out some papers and
placed small spectacles on the end of his nose. He looked at the
two men and smiled.

“Gentlemen, I usually don’t do this, but I’ve come to be fond
of ya two. As ya heard from Captain Harper as we departed New
York, the English
are impressing men fer their ships. Now, over here they may do as
they wish, as it’s looked upon by their government as a way ta keep
their ships manned. Most times the press gang will leave a
gentleman be, but, alas, a Colonist gentleman may be seen as fair
game.”

He looked worried for them. “Thus, my
warning to ya’. I fear for ya,” he said, looking at Rocky, “for I
don’t think you would last a day aboard a Brit man-o-war Mister
Perna.” He turned to Edward and continued, “Yourself, Mr. Schure,
be a different case entirely. You, I believe would make it. And at
that, I’m afraid they may seize ya, should they cross yer path. I
warn ya in advance that our port o’ call has men paid to spot a
possible sailor fer their navy, so ya got ta stay alert.”

Rocky nodded his head as Edward said; “We
thank you for your kind words, Captain, and shall be ever vigilant
while in port.”

Rocky spoke up with a plan. “Perhaps if we
wore the finest of finery, we will be looked upon as, well . . . as
gentlemen. Too weak a burden for their navy. Might that not do
it?”

Edward smiled and answered, “I fear I have
no such fineries as you, Rocky. But as a doctor in training I’m
sure they will let me be.”

“I think
you to be wrong, sir,” said Captain Sojack as he shook his head,
“for a ship’s doctor is a prize catch. No, better to say you have a
sickness than to say you can cure a sickness.” He paused and
continued, “A place that is usually safe for gentlemen is
the Quiet Village,
just off Thames Way and the seafront. Good food, information and
lodging should ya require it. If’’n our luck holds an’ we see
nothin’ o’ their navy we should be visiting London in ‘bout a
week’s time.”

 


Their luck held and London was off their
port bow on the sixth day. Rocky and Edward came up on deck and saw
the captain as he watched small boats and freighters glide by.
Captain Sojack spotted them and with his usual smile, offered them
his hand.

Edward shook his hand and said, “Thank you
for your friendship and conversation, Captain Sojack. I pray you
will have a safe journey home.”

Rocky followed suit and shook the captain’s
hand. Keeping in character, he said with a flourish of his arm, “I
have the same hope for you, my dear Captain Sojack, and I wish to
thank you for taking the smooth route.”

The captain winked again at Edward and said
to Rocky, “Twas fer you, dear sir, that I took the smooth
route.”

Both men went back to their cabins to
pack.

Back on deck Edward said,
“I’ll be stopping at the Quite
Village as the captain suggested. And you
my friend? Shall we part here or are you as hungry as I? And if so,
this is on my ticket. What say you, friend Rocky Perna?”

“Well, friend Edward, if as
you say, it’s on your ticket, then I shall gladly dine with
you.”

 


Rocky was impressed at the way the captain
and his crew docked against the wharf without even a bump. Jenkins
was the first to jump from the rail and landed lightly on the
wharf. He was tossed a thick rope, which he tied securely as a
gangplank was pushed out from the ship’s railing. The two travelers
left the ship and Rocky looked back as though he was losing an old
friend. The captain and Jenkins waved good-bye as most of the crew
watched them go with smiles on their leathered faces.

The dock was full of men
working on their nets and other fishing tackle. Their heavy British
accents made it hard for Rocky to understand them and he thought,
as he looked up to see the seabirds swoop and dive above the tall
ships, If not for their accents, they
could easily be American seamen in New York. In fact,
he thought, as they walked along the wharf,
the cobblestone walkway and storefronts are
exactly like the early New York docks because we copied
them.

They came to the
Quite Village without
having to ask anyone, and went inside. It was a small two-story
wood building with a bar, tables and stools and a kitchen on the
main floor. The place was almost full as they grabbed an empty, ale
soaked, table near the bar. Above the bar was a piece of slate with
the menu printed in chalk. The one-word selections read: beef,
noodles, soup, bread, sausage, pork, ale, stout, cider.

A thin gray-haired woman came over to them,
saying as she tilted her head toward the menu, “’Whatcha ‘ave
gents? ‘N ‘urry it up.”

Edward answered, “Beef, noodles and an
ale.”

“Same,” said
Rocky.

“Colonists!” she said, her
hands on her thin hips. “Whatcha’ be doing ‘ere, lads?”

“Business,” answered
Edward, “we’re both here on business. Do you have rooms to rent for
the night, Madam?”

“Aye, that I do. One room
at the ‘ead o’ the stairs. See me after the food, luv.” She went
back into the kitchen.

They finished the beef and noodles and sat
back to enjoy the rest of their ale as the frail woman came to
collect their tin plates. The front door opened and four
well-dressed young men entered. They were laughing and pushing
people out of their way as they made their way to the bar.

She said in a low voice to Rocky and Edward,
“Careful gents, these be rough ones, out drinking and ‘n pressin’
men for the Royal Navy. They gets reward crowns fer doin’ that.
Don’t look sideways at ‘em ‘cause they like ta pick on me customers
an’ yer foreign tongue’ll get ya in trouble with ‘em.”

“Ale, wench!” shouted the
youngest man dressed in a green silk, tight fitting outfit and
matching tri cornered hat with large white plume. His ruffled
shirtfront showed signs of spilled ale on it. His three friends
were well dressed, although not as natty as the young man who
seemed to be the leader.

“Now! Me and my companions
demand service now!” He slammed his walking stick on the wooden bar
as the woman went behind it.

Edward said to Rocky in a low voice, “Come,
Rocky. Let us leave for a walk, and return for the rooms later.”
They got up to leave when the young man spotted them and decided to
have some fun.

“Hold, sirs!” he
shouted.

The bar went silent and it was evident to
Edward and Rocky that these were troublemakers who delighted in
teasing those they deemed to be of lesser importance.

“Tell us, sirs,” he
continued, as he put out his walking stick to stop them, “what
business have you in these parts? I have not seen either of you
before, and demand to know of your business.”

“Sir,” answered Edward as
he held his hat in his hands, “my business is mine alone to know,
as is my friend’s. Now I wish you to remove your walking stick from
my path.”

The young man turned to his friends and
laughed, “Ha! Colonists! Here in his motherland. Telling us what we
should know, and not know. What think you fellows about this turn
of affairs?”

“Sirs,” said Rocky quickly,
“we mean you no disrespect, but what my friend means is, we know
not your ways, and wish to be left to our own devices. Now if
you’ll remove your stick, we shall be on our way.”

“Your friend,” the young
man said to Rocky, “needs a lesson in manners, sir.”

He raised an eyebrow and his three friends
grabbed Edward’s arms in a well-rehearsed move. At the same time
the young man rammed his walking stick into Edward’s solar plexus,
collapsing him.

“Tut, tut,” said the man,
as he turned and started out with his friends, “I’ve lost my thirst
in this dirty place but fortune smiles on us, as we have a new
recruit for the service of the crown.” They walked out laughing and
dragging Edward with them.

Rocky watched them take his
friend away and seethed inside at not trying to stop them.
The mission is the most important thing,”
he thought, “and I have
to make sure I’m not pressed.

The small woman shook her head as she wiped
the bar. “Someday, mind me, lad, someday them’s goin’ ta git what’s
commin’ ta’ them. Mind ya, that time’s commin’.”

Rocky asked the woman, “Pray tell, Madam,
where is it that they take my friend?”

She tilted her head to the right and
answered, “Cullen’s house. They’ll go and tie ‘em up in the potato
cellar whilst they get drunk as they can. Tommora’ they bring ‘im
ta’ the dock, ‘n meet wi’ the navy man from the ship ta collect
their Judas’s coins.”

“And pray tell again,
Madam, where is Cullen’s house?”

“Ta the right o’ me place.
End o’ the dock. Ya can’t miss it for its yeller walls.” She said
as she wiped off a plate with the same rag she wiped down the bar.
She looked at him with her eyebrows furrowed, “Ya cain’t be
thinkin’ o’ goin’ there, ya silly sod. Next time they see ya’
they’ll take ya’ ‘long wi’ ‘em. Gentleman or no
gentlemen.”

“May I rent a room, Madam,”
he said with a wave of his hand before his face, “for I fear I am
close to having a faint.”

“Fer sure, sir,” she said
consolingly, “top o’ the stairs.” She grabbed an old key from the
wall behind and passed it to him. “Settle up later,” she said as
she nodded her head, “ya needs yer rest, sir.”

Rocky feigned weariness, leaned on a table
and pocketed a knife from the setting as he lugged his baggage up
the stairs and opened the wooden door.

The small room was furnished with one bed by
an open window and a small table with two chairs. Sticking out from
under the bed was a tin pot, the privy. On the table was a small
candle, an old chipped washbasin and a slightly dirty towel. Rocky
shrugged his shoulders mentally as he sat on the chair and started
sharpening the knife on the steel bedpost as he waited until
dark.

 


It was just after eleven when Rocky stood
and looked out the window. The dock was as dark as it was going to
get. He put on a new white shirt without the cravat and his
close-fitting black trousers with a red sash around his waist. He
put on dark stockings and his leather deck shoes and finally his
leather jerkin. He slid the sharp knife into the stocking top, and
then placed a small three-cornered hat on his head.

He took the poor excuse for a bed cloth and
fashioned it into a rucksack, and then placed the clothes he felt
he needed in it, along with his toiletries. The bag of diamonds and
the small ‘Text’ hairbrush, he wrapped securely around his waist in
sort of a money belt under the sash. He then wrapped the makeshift
rucksack over his shoulders like a backpack.

He left one crown on the
bed. That should more than cover the food
and room, he thought, along with the bed cloth. He then
blew out the candle, let his eyes adjust to the dark and climbed
out the window and slipped into the fog and shadows of the
docks.

He saw right away that, as in New York,
after dark another element walked the docks. Once again women with
heavy makeup were walking about making small conversation with
sailors. Dancing shadows streaked between posts and buildings as
rats and cats played in the shadows as they did at every dock.
Every now and then a carriage rolled slowly out of the fog through
the area, bumping and sliding on the potholes and cobblestones.

He spotted what he was looking for: a group
of seamen tending to their ship. He approached and chatted with
them briefly before going back into the shadows to avoid any other
contact, as he made his way to Cullen’s house.

He was grateful to see the yellow house the
woman described also bathed in dark shadows. He got close enough to
hear the men inside, and was able to peek through a small, very
dirty window. The four men sat at a wooden table with a young girl
serving them ale. Rocky noted that two of the men had passed out,
their heads on the table.

Keeping to the shadows he walked around the
house and saw the privy was out back.

Good! Ale equals outhouse, he thought, as
he walked past it. He spotted a dim light through a tiny cellar
window and crept over to it. Wiping away the dirt, he saw three men
tied up in the corner. One was Edward Schure.

Rocky went back and placed himself between
the back door and the privy, and waited. His patience paid off as
the back door opened and one of the men staggered out to use the
privy. Rocky let him use it first, then as he was going back to the
house, tapped him on the shoulder and as the man turned, dropped
him with a punch to the chin. He then walked into the Cullen’s
house by the back door.

“Close the
door this time, Ned, it be getting damp out,” came a voice from the
small front room. The leader,
Rocky thought as he entered the
room.

The leader looked up open-mouthed. “Wha’?
Sir, who are you and why do you enter where you are not invited?”
He nudged one of the sleeping men. “Charles, awaken and see to our
uninvited guest.” The man groaned slightly in his stupor.

“Who am I addressing, sir?”
the leader said, as he nudged the other sleeping man and got the
same response as the first man gave him . . . silence.

“Are you looking for drink?
Or perhaps money? Well then, you have stumbled into a house that
has the protection of the Royal Navy. So be on your way, or be
impressed.” He nudged the sleeping man more forcefully, but, as
before, he never stirred.

Rocky now spoke up, and through clenched
teeth said, “Who am I? I am a friend of one of the men you hold and
I’ve come for him.”

The leader opened his eyes wide at Rocky’s
voice. “The other colonist!” he shouted. “Damned yer eyes, I knew
you looked familiar. Look here then, get out lest I forget you’re a
gentleman and press you ‘long with your friend.” He stood and
picked up his walking stick as he continued. “Out I say or I’ll
thrash you now!”

Rocky stepped forward and grabbed the
stick.

The man looked back in shock and fear. “But
. . . but . . . are you not a gentleman? Mind I don’t thrash you.”
He turned and yelled, “Charles, Ned, where are ya? Mind ya, why do
I pay ya? Be here now, I demand it.”

Rocky broke the walking stick in two across
his knee and the man’s eyes opened even wider.

“What is it you want from
me?” he asked. “I am just doing my duty as a friend of the Royal
Navy. I mean you no harm, after all you are a gentleman, as am I.
Take your friend and be gone, as I wish you no harm.”

Rocky smiled and said, “Too late. I’m
freeing all three and teaching you a lesson.” He stomped on the
man’s instep and at the same time, hit him in the solar plexus. As
he went down gasping for air Rocky said, “Hear me and remember it
well. Cease your ways of picking on the underprivileged and weak. I
will be back, and I will find you as easily as I did tonight. You
and your friends will never be a match for me for I am like the
wind. I come and go as I please. No man sees me twice, the same as
before. There are times I will appear as a vagrant, sometimes a
washwoman and other times a common sailor. But remember this, I am
always about watching over the helpless.” He turned and headed for
the stairs as the leader laid rolling and groaning on the
floor.

Rocky took the wooden stairs two at a time
and lifted the bar that locked the door. He ran to Edward and cut
his ropes as his friend tried to speak.

“Rocky? Is it you, Rocky?”
He shook his head as he tried to see better in the dark
cellar.

“Hush, Edward, Yes, it’s
me. Now help me untie these other fellows. We must make haste, my
friend.” They untied the other two, and the grateful men ran off
into the night as Rocky helped a cramped Edward out and away from
the house.

“Rocky, what is this that
you’ve become? I’m afraid the rigors of the trip have set you away
from your gentlemanly upbringing.” He hobbled along and continued,
“However, I am most happy at this turn of events. But will they not
round us up when the sun comes up?”

“Worry not my friend, I
have a plan. You see, before I came to rescue you I took the
liberty of hiring a coastal ship bound for Scotland. It awaits us
now just offshore and a long boat will take us to her.”

Edward shook his head, “Truly you are a man
of many faces my friend. Many faces indeed.”

 


It was six days after leaving London, and as
the sunlight beat down on Rocky, Edward and the crew of the small
sailing boat, a lookout shouted, “Scotland straight ahead,
sirs.”

The captain looked through his long glass
and said to them with a grin on his grizzled face, “Gents, we be
docking at Dunbar, Scotland, in about four hours, if’n the tide
holds.” He lit a clay pipe and continued, “Sirs, ya’ been good ta
me and me crew, an’ if’n ya’ ever needs me again, jus’ ask fer
Donald Wesley an’ I’ll be yer capt’n whenever needed.”

Rocky gave the man five extra coins and
said, “Captain Wesley, I hope we have no need of your services
again, but should we, I wouldn’t hesitate one moment to hire you
and your crew. We both thank you.”

A little under four hours later, Rocky
turned to Edward and said as they left the small boat and walked
ashore just outside the city, “By my ticket, Edward, two ales
before we part ways?”

“Then two it is, my
friend,” Edward answered, as they went into a small pub, the Bonnie
Thistle, and sat at a corner table.

Over two tall ales Rocky began, “Edward, I’m
here to meet a man named Daniel MacKillop. From what I’ve heard, he
was a captain who wanted nothing more than to fish the Atlantic.
But, a British warship decided they needed his ship and put a crew
aboard and took it back to England.”

He took a pull on his ale, set it down and
continued, “MacKillop needs a ship, and I’d like to help him get
one. I’ve heard he lives here in this port and I am going to find
him. I’m going to see if he would allow me to have a ship built for
him. One he can keep after he works for me, for a short period of
time.”

Edward swished the ale around in his mug as
he said, “A difficult task, you set upon yourself, my friend. Far
be it from me to state my thoughts, for I know not the workings of
the business world. But if building a ship for this man is what you
need, then, I’m sure you know what you are setting out to do. But
as for the life of me, I have to wonder why you didn’t just build
one in America and sail it over to here?”

“That had entered my mind,
Edward, however, England has her spies everywhere in America. And
the type of vessel I would build could be taken as a pirate ship
getting ready to plunder. But, here in Scotland, Captain MacKillop
could build a ship to my liking and none of his neighbors would
ever ask about it.”

“You would man it then with
Scots?”

“Yes. Can you think of a
better group of people to man a ship that would get in the way of
an English ship of the line?”

“Ha!” Edward laughed as he
took a deep pull on his ale, “None, my friend. You have chosen
well.” He suddenly looked serious. “If you are going to man her,
might you not need a ship’s physician?”

Now it was Rocky’s turn to laugh. “Ha! Yes
indeed I’ll be needing a ship’s physician. And maybe one that would
be able to go aloft if the need arises. Know you of such a person,
Edward Schure?”

Edward stood and did a deep bow, “I, sir,
would be honored to serve under you as your ship’s physician. As it
‘tis, I suddenly find myself to be at odds with the folks of London
and their navy.”

“Then,” said Rocky, “I
hereby declare that the job of ship’s physician is now
filled.”

They ordered another two ales as Rocky
inquired about Dan McKillop among the locals.

 


The weather was cold and rainy as Rocky and
Edward sat before a roaring fire in Daniel McKillop’s home. Sitting
in heavy easy chairs, Rocky and Daniel studied each other. The
Scotsman was a muscled, compact man in his early forties, with long
red hair pulled back into a ponytail and a wild bushy beard and
mustache. He spoke with more of an English accent, than a Scottish
burr. A smiling, thickly built, Rita McKillop put mugs of hot tea
before them and disappeared into the kitchen.

“So, ya know of my ship
being takin’ by them heathens. ‘Tis a shame, ta be sure. ‘Twas a
good boat. Brought me home many a dark windy night. Ach, ‘tisn’t
right, jus’ ‘tisn’t right. ‘Twas my livin’ they took from
me.”

Rocky looked at him and shook his head. “As
I’ve said, Daniel. I’ve come to seek your help, and in return I’ll
help you.”

“You’ll be helping me?”
Daniel eyed him, “And, might I ask why?”

Rocky sat forward, “I need a boat and so do
you. I’d be looking for you to purchase, or have one built for me,
do the modifications I ask for, and after my mission, the boat is
yours for the keeping.”

“Just like that then, the
boat is mine?” He smiled as he cocked his head, sat forward and
asked in a low voice. “What tis this mysterious mission? Might we
be running guns to the Irish?”

“No, nothing like that.
It’s a rescue mission of sorts. I need to set free some friends of
mine who have been impressed into the Royal Navy.”

Daniel sat up straight and his eyes went
wide. “Laddie! Are ya foolin’ with me? Tweakin’ the navy’s nose is
all well and good. Even fun, if’n we get by them carrying
contraband. But rescuing pressed men! Why, that’s downright
foolhardy! And, I might add, a good chance ta be joining them
pressed men.”

Rocky shrugged his shoulders and said, ”Have
I come to the wrong man then?”

Daniel gave a broad smile and answered, “Ach
no, you’ve come ta the right man, my friend. But, I’d have to be at
the helm o’ the ship and it’d be my men working her.”

Rocky smiled back and said, “Daniel
McKillop, I’d have it no other way. And I’ll even bring my own
ship’s surgeon,” he said, slapping Edward’s shoulder.

Daniel looked at both men and said. “Fine
then, Mr. Rocky. And tell me, when do we begin this fine
adventure?”

“As soon as possible. I
have to be off the central coast of Ireland before noon, on July
eleventh, this year.”

“Well then, that lets the
plan o’ building a ship out. We need ta’ purchase one instead. Tell
me, da’ ya have a plan then, laddie?”

“Kind of. Do you know of a
ship we can buy?”

“Aye, that I do. There’s a
nice two-master owned by Ian MacLellon. But, he be askin’ a king’s
ransom for it. Maybe I kin make him see my price over some ale.
Problem is, she carries only six cannon, all four pounders, not
much slam ta them.”

“That’s fine. We are going
to remove them anyway.”

Daniel looked at Rocky as though he was
slapped in the face. “Remove ‘em? Why, we can’t be so daft as to go
unarmed. These waters are full of unsavory characters. I outta
know, laddie, there was a time when, well, when . . . I was one of
‘em.”

Rocky and Edward laughed at this. “I like
your honesty, Daniel,” said Rocky. “Can we go and see the
ship?”

“Aye laddie, ‘tis up the
coast a wee bit. Finish ya tea an’ we’ll be off.” He turned his
head toward the kitchen, “Rita, we’ll be back in two hours time.
Kin ya set another two dishes for my new partner an’ his surgeon?
Oh an’ lassie, would ya’ fix the wee bed. They’ll both be stayin’ a
bit.”

 


They took a small boat and Daniel rowed
along the coast for two miles until a cove appeared. At an old dock
was a two-masted ship, and on shore, a small wooden house with the
ever-present curl of smoke rising from the chimney. Sitting on the
front porch was a gray-haired man with a long white beard and
mustache. It all reminded Rocky of an old Western setting. The man
watched them tie up to his dock, and then walk up the dirt path
toward him.

He greeted the three men without rising from
his chair. “G’day, Daniel, and g’day, colonist. What brings ya here
ta me humble home?”

Daniel turned to a puzzled Rocky and said,
“Word gets out fast, Mr. Rocky. He gets his vittles brought up from
the docks by the gossip monger, Phillip McHugh.” Turning to Ian,
Daniel said, “Ach, Ian, ya be well advised ‘bout what ‘tis goin’ on
round ya. ‘Tis business we be here on. Mind if we sit a spell?”

Ian stood, stretched and answered, “Come up
then and sit a wee bit.” He looked up to the sky and said, “Afore
the sun dips below the waterline.”

The four men sat on the porch and after
being introduced to Rocky and Edward, Ian said, “So then, how much
will ya offer me for me boat, laddie?”

Rocky was taken aback again and countered,
“How could you be so sure as to ask that, Ian?”

The old man laughed and
said, “Why else would this ol’ seadog bring ye up ta see me? Nor
fer me good looks! Naw, ‘tis me ship, the York, yer be want’n. Would I be I
right, laddie?”

Rocky laughed. “Ha! Yes, you are correct,
Ian. The boat’s the reason we’re here. At what price would you part
with her?”

“Ach! Ya didn’t even get ta
see her yet. Walk ‘em over, Daniel, ‘n give ‘em a look, would
ya?”

Daniel, Rocky and Edward went aboard.

“Tis a sturdy craft, Mr.
Rocky. Tis true she has a low freeboard,” Daniel said, pointing to
the side of the ship’s deck, “but we can build her up a wee bit for
heavy seas.” He pointed to the cannons and cringed as he continued,
“Do ya really mean ta remove the guns, lad? Why not leave one aside
at least?”

Rocky shook his head. “Can’t. Much as I want
to, we can’t carry cannons. And please, Daniel, just call me
Rocky.”

Daniel clasped his hands in front of him
almost as though in prayer. “Can ya tell me why we hafta’ dump the
cannons, Capt’n Rocky?”

“’Cause we can’t kill
anyone,” Rocky said. “My mission is to remove the men and make sure
no one dies trying. And believe me Daniel, my adjustments to the
ship will give us an edge over any ship of the line.” He looked
intently at Daniel and continued, “I ask you to trust me, as I
shall trust you and your men.”

Daniel nodded and said with a sigh, “Ah
laddie. Ya sound convinsen’. So I lay me future in yer hands. The
guns go ‘oer the side.”

“How many men do we need to
crew her?” Rocky asked.

“Sixty, Cap’n, and a scully
man ta keep us full ‘n fit for fight. Plus the surgeon ya brought
along,” he said smiling at Edward.

Rocky nodded, “Sixty and if I say we need
another thirty men, can she handle it?”

Daniel stared at him. He didn’t ask why
Rocky might need another thirty men, he just answered, “If’n we
drop the guns and build up the freeboard she’ll carry another
thirty men. ‘Course sleepin’ will be a wee bit tight, but she’ll be
all right, Capt’n.”

“Good, good. Let’s buy her
now, then. Will Ian let us work on her here?”

The big man grimaced. “Capt’n, the old
scoundrel didn’t say a price. Let’s see what he be askin’.”

“Between you and me,
Daniel, we’ll take her no matter what the price, but if you feel
it’s high, tell him we’ll take it if we can work on her
here.”

“Ach! Yer a man who gets
wha’ he wants, Capt’n Rocky.”

 


They got back to Daniel’s house four hours
later, rather than the two, Daniel had promised his wife. Rita put
out a supper of kidney pie and potatoes with ale to wash it
down.

Daniel smiled broadly as he told her,
“Lassie, ya shudda seen me new partner, Capt’n Rocky, handle ol’
Ian. When Ian said two thousand pounds for the ship, ol’ Capt’n
Rocky said, ‘I’ll give ya six hundred pounds right here an’ now,
if’n ya sell her to us fer one thousand five hundred pounds. Then
he pulls out and counts off six hundred pounds and plops it down on
his table. Ol’ Ian’s eyes did bulge then and there, as they never
did. ‘Never mind the two thousand,’ he says as he’s gathering up
the six hundred pounds, ‘the price be one thousand and five as ya
want.’ O’course, love, we had ta stay an’ have wee bit o’ ale ta
celebrate the new owners.”

She gave him a look as though she had heard
that story many times before.

After they finished supper,
Rocky unrolled the original drawings of the York, and spread them out on Daniel’s
kitchen table. They weighted the four corners with oil lamps and
soon both of them were bent over them with a glass of ale. Edward
sat and smoked his clay pipe as he watched what he thought was a
transformation of his friend from a gentleman into a
sailor.

“Here’s what I need done,
Daniel,” Rocky said, as he drew a propeller with a hole in the
middle. “Can you have this made out of wood by a ship’s
carpenter?”

Daniel rubbed his chin and asked, “yes
Capt’n, but tell me, what be it and how large do ya’ need it ta
be?”

“It’s a secret design
called a propeller and I need it to be about nine feet in diameter.
Still doable?”

Once again the big man had a perplexed look
on his face as he answered, “Ach, Capt’n, all we need ta do is chop
down a wide enough tree an’ follow yer drawin’ ta make it be. But,
tell me, where does this . . . this . . . thing go an’ what tis it
fer?”

“It’s going at the rear of
the ship, under the water.” He pointed to the hole in the middle.
“I want your men to run a twenty foot long pole from inside the
ship and attach it to the propeller by sticking it through this
hole in the middle.”

“But why would anyone want
to deliberately foul the clean lines o’ the ship’s hull? It’ll just
slow her down.”

Rocky grinned as he said, “Daniel, I intend
to have men inside the hull of the ship, and when I call for speed,
they’ll turn the long pole attached to the propeller. The propeller
is designed to speed her up and we’ll be faster than any British
ship ever built . . . at least as long as the men don’t tire
out.”

Daniel looked at the drawings, then back at
Rocky as it suddenly dawned on him, the advantage of his
design.

“Ach! Capt’n Rocky, yer a
smart one, ya are. Ya be a ships’ designer all along, an’ never
once did ya brag ‘bout it. But, my query is this. How much faster
will she be when the men be turnin’ her propeller?”

Rocky shrugged his shoulders, “Three, maybe
four knots faster.”

“Three or four knots? Ach,
‘tis amazin’. Why, with that propeller we can outrun any o’ the
Royal Navy boats. Yer a genius, Capt’n Rocky. A born
genius.”

“Actually, Daniel, all I
want to do is, be faster than the ability of the warship’s cannons
to follow us. Their seamen are used to tracking a ship going pretty
much the same speed as they are, and I’m hoping we will be faster
than they can take aim at us.”

Rocky took a swig of ale, then continued as
Rita put more in his glass.

“We also need to tarnish up
her wood and bright works. I’d like her to take on a look of a
tramp at sea. Can you get some of your crew to take some soot and
dirty up the canvas sails?”

“Dirty ‘em up? I don’t
understand ya on this one, Capt’n. Don’t ya want ta be proud o’
her?”

“Looks can be deceiving,
Daniel. I want any captain of a warship, to see her as a tramp and
not worry about a fight from us. Keep their guard down, so to
speak. To make it even more so, I want the men to cut smaller
squares of sail and stitch them to the main sail, making it look as
though the sails are a patchwork affair. Also, make sure they get
even more soot rubbed into them before they are stitched on. I want
it to look as though she was patched up and a danger to no
one.”

Daniel scratched his head as he listened to
him. “Ach, Capt’n Rocky, ya make me head ache, ya do. But, ‘tis yer
boat and I did agree ta ya wishes. But, do ya give me permission ta
clean her up once she’s mine?”

“Absolutely, Daniel.
Absolutely and you can put the cannons back then too.”

Daniel laughed as he took a swig of his ale.
“Ha, Capt’n. Truth be known, I ‘ad planned ta dump the cannons in
shallow water for later.”

“Now, Daniel,” said Rocky
as he sat down and refused the refill of ale that Rita offered,
“about the weapons.”

“Ahh,
Capt’n, I knew ya had a plan fer weapons, I just knew it.” He put
out his glass and his wife filled it. “Wha’ ya got planned for
ol’ York?”

Rocky smiled and said, “You
mean the New York,
Daniel.”

Daniel’s eyebrows rose.
“Aye, Capt’n, the New
York. ‘Tis a wonderful sounding name,
Capt’n, a wonderful name indeed.”

“Now, as for weapons,
Daniel, do you know any game hunters?”

“Game hunters? Capt’n, yer
in Scotland. Laddie, we invented hunting. Why a Scottish hunter can
stalk a stag for days an’ bring him down at better than one hundred
meters.”

“Tell me, do they use the
long bow?”

“Aye, Capt’n. That, we did
borrow from the English. And now we be as good as them with the
long bow.”

“Do you know the range of
an English man-of-war’s cannons?”

“Aye, they be ‘bout four
hundred meters. But, ‘cause they like ta be in close to give a full
blasting to the enemy, they like ta fire at two hundred meters or
closer.”

Rocky moved his hands along the tabletop as
though they were two warships.

“This is the plan. I want
us to look like a tramp ship, hardly able to move, unarmed and
harmless. Hopefully, the English captain won’t even open his gun
ports. He’ll just want to see if we have any able seamen he can
impress. We let him come to us. And he will, because of our slow
ship he’ll want to get on with it. When he gives up his cannon’s
range advantage, our thirty hunters who will be hiding behind the
higher freeboard sides will fire off arrows dipped in pitch and lit
on fire They should each be able to fire twenty flaming arrows a
minute. That’s six hundred flaming arrows a minute, or three
thousand flaming arrows hitting their ship in five minutes.” He
emptied his mug and continued.

“Their ship will never be
able to handle that fire. I want our men to shoot their fire arrows
into the ship’s wooden hull and canvas sails. Every man-of-war has
a fire brigade and water ready on deck, but our attack will be so
overpowering, they’ll have to abandon ship before the fire reaches
the powder room.”

Daniel and Edward sat stunned as they looked
at Rocky.

“Capt’n,” said Daniel,
“taint nothin’ I kin say. Ya thought it all through,” He shook his
head and his beard flopped from side to side. “Ingenious, nothin’
less. Me an’ my men’ll be proud ta serve ‘neath ya.”

 


Six weeks went by as the men worked on the
ship according to Rocky’s design. They were puzzled as to why the
cannons were removed, and fine sails were sooted up and desecrated
with old shards of small sails sewn onto the perfectly good ones.
They also wondered why Rocky had them cut, small tree trunks into
three-foot lengths and store them on the main deck. The biggest
puzzle was why the carpenters drilled a hole in the rear of the
ship, and inserted a long pole through the hole and surrounded it
with a leather seal to keep water out. The propeller attached to
the end of the pole just added to the puzzle. The sailors also
laughed at the group of highland hunters in their kilts firing
arrow after arrow into moving targets on the lake.

Daniel kept them in the dark lest they talk
when full of ale.

 


Finally, it was June twenty-third, two days
before the appointed departure for the mission. They took the ship
out for a sea trial. They sailed a short distance offshore and used
a small fishing boat that Daniel’s cousin Andrew owned, to pace
them.

Rocky looked at Daniel and smiled as he
crossed his fingers. “Set, Daniel?”

The Scotsman smiled back and patted Rocky’s
shoulder, “Ach, Capt’n Rocky, the gods ar’ smilen’ on ya. Worry
not, and let us unleash yer secret weapon.”

Rocky nodded and Daniel shouted across at
his cousin, “Ya ready, Andrew?”

Andrew waved back in
acknowledgement and they raised their sails together. The wind was
offshore and they slowly picked up speed. Andrew’s smaller ship
started out faster than the New
York, but the larger sails of Rocky’s ship
soon closed the gap and they sailed side by side.

Daniel smiled as he shouted down the hatch
to the specially trained crewmen, “Start turnin’ the pole men,
start turning.”

The men inside the ship’s hull turned the
pole, which turned the propeller under the water. The prop bit into
the water and the ship began to pick up speed. She went from four
knots as measured by Andrew to seven knots, almost twice as fast as
the smaller boat.

A roar went up from
the New York’s crew, and Daniel and Rocky congratulated each other
enthusiastically as they pulled away from the other
ship.

That night everyone enjoyed a celebration
and started making their farewells knowing they sailed on June
twenty-fifth.

 


Fifteen days later, on July
tenth, the New York sailed slowly in a calm ocean. Ireland was just over the
horizon and the men were all alert after being briefed by Rocky on
the upcoming fight. That he knew of the upcoming fight was the talk
of the crew. They relied on their Dr. Schure to keep them informed
and he said he believed the captain had spies in the
Admiralty.

Edward asked Rocky when they were alone,
“Why’d you tell the crew there be a fight coming this day? Are you
so sure as to keep them on full alert?”

Rocky nodded as they paced the deck looking
at the horizon. “Believe me, Edward, this day will see us victors
or vanquished in a fight with an English man-of-war, I promise
you.”

The doctor said, “I do
believe you, Rocky. I know not why, but I do, and I do believe that
‘tis us that’d be the victor.” He left his friend on the deck
scanning the horizon, went below and set out his equipment for the
upcoming fracas as he thought, Lord, I
pray that I don’t have need of these instruments.

The sun was high in the cloudless sky and
the wind blew offshore.

“Speed, Daniel?” queried
Rocky as he looked through his telescope toward land.

“Four knots, Capt’n, with a
possible seven knots if’n ya ask fer it.”

“Not yet, Daniel,” he
grinned, “not yet.”

Rocky looked up at the sun
and thought, The probe said the HMS
Raisonnable would be here at 1:36 on the afternoon of July tenth.
That should be any minute now. He paced the
deck and was deep in thought when one of the lookouts shouted,
“Sail, Capt’n, sail off the stern. She’s a Brit three-master,
man-o’-war.”

All heads turned aft and
observed the ship approaching the New
York.

“How long before she
reaches us, Daniel?” asked Rocky.

“At this rate, I’d give ‘em
three hours ta be next ta us.”

“Have the men eat now, and
tell them I want to talk to them afterward.”

 


Two hours later they were all assembled, and
Rocky stood on the weather deck. He studied them and said, “Men, I
wish to tell you that we will soon be in a fight. A fight like no
other before, and I intend for us to win. Our mission this day is
to free men aboard that British ship who have been impressed
against their will. I’m sure you all know of someone who has been
impressed, and I know how you feel about it, so this is a blow for
freedom.”

A tremendous roar came forth from the entire
crew, and they ran to their stations.

“Remember, Daniel, keep the
archers below deck until I call for them.”

Daniel nodded and went below to talk to his
hunters.

Edward came over to Rocky. He patted his
shoulder and said, “My friend, I may not have the chance to tell
you this again, but you are a unique fellow. A chameleon of sorts
with many faces and personalities. You be two as one, a gentleman
and a fighter. Truly, my hat is off to you, my friend and captain,
Rocky Perna.”

Rocky smiled and answered, “Edward, you
became a friend of mine, when you didn’t have to, and for that I’m
grateful. What will you do after the battle is won?”

“Assuming we thrash them,
I’m thinking of staying with Daniel and his crew. Where else would
I get to better learn the practice of medicine than aboard a ship
of sixty plus fighting men?” He smiled at his friend and continued.
“And you? What’s your plan, pray tell, Rocky?”

“Tis back to New York with
me, Edward. I’ve business there.”

They were interrupted as Daniel walked over
to them and motioned toward the warship, “Capt’n Rocky, she’s ten
minutes from being in cannon range.”

“Steady on the course and
ready the hunters,” he answered.

 


Aboard the English
warship HMS Raisonnable, Captain Maurice Suckling
was having afternoon tea on the weather deck. They had been
steadily closing on the unknown ship for more than three hours and
as he looked through his spyglass, he was disgusted.

How can a captain be so
slovenly,” he thought, “even if they had no money for new sails, one could keep the
wood and bright works up and handsome. Not this scow. No pride at
all.

He turned to his second in command and
ordered, “Close and hail her, Smithers. Tell her to stop and we’ll
send over the long boat so we can see if she’s carrying guns to the
Irish rebels.” He smirked and continued, “I doubt we’ll find a
good, able-bodied man aboard her, but give a look and press who you
may need to fill the ranks below deck.”

Smithers turned to walk away and then
stopped. “Captain, should we roll out the guns?”

The captain gave a grin as he answered,
“What for, sir? The men did their gun drill this morn, else I’d be
inclined to do so, but this scow doesn’t warrant getting the men
tired.” He looked again through his telescope and said, “Besides,
‘tis as you said, she carries no armament. However, if you feel we
need to be ready for this scow, have gun number six roll out. That
gun crew was a tad slow this morn.”

Smithers decided not to run
any guns out, no sence in second-guessing
the Captain, he thought.

The British warship slowly
came alongside the New York
and Smithers brought out the hailing
horn.

“What
ship?” he shouted from the deck as the warship’s crew made ready
their long boat. The Raisonnable
was now sailing slightly past the
New York and backed her
sails to slow down and match her speed. The crew of the warship was
laughing at the slovenly-looking boat only one hundred feet
away.

The answer came back from
Rocky standing on his weather deck and speaking through his cupped
hands, “The New York, sir, out of Scotland. What is it that ya be
seeking?”

“To board you, sir. We be
looking for gun runners.”

“Pray tell, sir, what ship
are you?”

“Smithers
felt insulted to have to answer any questions from the scow and the
rough tone of his voice let the men of the New York know. “His Majesty’s
warship HMS Raisonnable, captained by Captain
Maurice Suckling. I am coming aboard. Please back sails and stand
down.” He quickly joined a group of sailors and Royal Marines and
entered the long boat.

Rocky turned to Daniel and
said, “It’s the Raisonnable, Daniel. This is it.
Bring the hunters on deck as we rehearsed.”

Daniel smiled and his eyes were wide as he
readied for battle. “Capt’n Rocky, I wish ta thank ya fer givin’ me
a chance ta get even wi’ them heathens what took me ship. ‘Tis as
ya said it’d be. We got in under their guns. Why, laddie, they
don’t even respect us ‘nough ta run one gun out. That’ll be their
downfall; arrogance.” He went below deck as the warship started to
lower its long boat with Smithers and ten sailors and armed
marines.

In a flash, the thirty
hunters crept out of the hatch and slithered along the deck with
their longbows and pots of hot pitch. The high freeboard on
the New York’s sides hid them as they lit fire to the pots of pitch and
dipped their arrows into it. They all wore their clan colors on
their kilts. They looked at Rocky and grinned as they fitted the
first arrows in their bows.

Rocky gave them a ‘thumbs up’ sign and then
shouted to Daniel, “Start turning the pole and give us full
sails!”

Daniel stood at the hatch and yelled down,
“Turn the pole, lads, turn the pole!” Then to the deck crew, “Full
sails, men, full sails on now!”

Below deck, the men selected for their
strength started to turn the long pole, which turned the propeller
attached at the rear. Slowly, the ship started picking up
speed.

Captain Suckling noticed a slight increase
in speed of the wreck and called for a bit more sail to keep
abreast of her. He squinted as the scow’s sails suddenly filled and
she started pulling away.

“More sail, Mister Questy,”
he shouted to the bosun’s mate, “more sail. She seems to have
caught a favorable wind.”

The warship poured on more sail and started
to catch up, leaving the manned longboat behind.

“Hail her, Mister Questy.
Tell her to heave to or we’ll put a shot in her. Roll out a
mid-deck gun, sir.”

Questy shouted across the
way, “Hail the New York. We ask ya ta lower yer sails, do so or we’ll put a ball
through ya.” He turned to his gun crew and said, “Mid-deck gun
number fifteen. Roll out and ready yer powder.”

The British captain watched
in shock. Damn their eyes,
he thought, the scow be
pulling away from us, and even looks to be picking up speed!
He ran down to the main deck and shouted, “Fire on
them! They be gun runners, fire on ‘em.” He was furious. “Roll out
all the guns, fire when ready.”

The New York easily pulled away as her
crew shouted taunts to their adversaries. Daniel steered his ship
ahead of the warship where there were no guns to affect the
New York, then matched
the warship’s turns as she tried to bring her guns to bear. He
could hear Captain Suckling as he shouted orders to his men to fire
on the New York.

Rocky shouted to the archers, “Fire men!
Fire away and keep it up. Light up their sails, then go low and
fire up the hull. Pour it into them.”

Much to Rocky’s surprise,
out from the hatch came a large man dressed in the most colorful
set of kilts he had ever seen. The man had a large set of bag pipes
and started to step sharply along the main deck playing,
“Scotland the Brave,” as
the crew and archers gave a war cry as they readied for battle. The
hunters now stood at the rail and aimed their fire arrows across
the short distance.

All struck their targets
easily. Each man shot at least twenty fire arrows a minute, and the
flames overwhelmed the warship, which slowed down as its sails were
burned up. The British sailors were torn between pouring water and
sand on the expanding flames or manning their guns. As the guns now
started coming to life it was evident the captain had waited too
long to roll them out. The few that did fire couldn’t be trained
fast enough to hit the fast-moving New
York. A British Marine sharpshooter in the
crow’s nest got off a rifle shot that dropped one of the archers
with a ball in the leg, but Edward was at the hunter’s side and
quickly dragged him to safety.

After some hard rowing, the
long boat pulled up next to the New
York and the marines aboard fired up at the
archers. The volley alerted Rocky and he shouted to his archers,
“Hunters! Half of ya fire at the long boat and set her afire, the
rest of you continue to fire at the warship.”

Inside of five minutes the men in the long
boat jumped over the side to escape the flames as their boat burned
down to the waterline.

Aboard the warship, Captain Suckling shouted
orders to attack the fire on the sails only to see a greater fire
on the bow spring up. He was frustrated as his men started
panicking as they ran into one another in the thick smoke.

Mister Questy ran to him and the captain saw
his hair was singed on one side. The man shouted over the chaos on
the deck. “Captain! Look!” He pointed at the fire raging at the
center of the ship. “The magazines’ going to blow sir, we have ta’
abandon her.”

Suckling watched through red eyes as the
ship he thought to be a derelict easily swung about to his rear and
he ducked as the fire arrows thumped into his cabin.

“Damn their eyes!” he
growled, “How can this be? She be such a swift ship fer a scow, why
any captain would have done the same as I.”

He nodded to Questy, “Bring down the colors
Mister Questy and lower the remaining boats.”

The man acknowledged and ran to the main
mast only to see flames licking at the British flag. He looked back
to see the captain remove his jacket and shoes. Questy lowered the
smoking flag and rolled it up when he heard the captain’s voice
over the hailer shout, “Abandon ship!”

Suddenly all around him sailors were
shouting as they jumped over the side, “Abandon ship!” The
remaining unburned boats were being lowered as he removed his boots
and jacket, wrapped the flag around his waist and jumped into the
cool water with his shipmates. The captain was the last to
jump.

The seamen aboard the dirty, decrepit scow
of a ship gave a roar of joyous conquest as they headed toward
them. The British seamen quickly swam and rowed away from the
burning ship as they feared an explosion from her powder room. The
entire encounter took less the twenty minutes.

Daniel was slapping Rocky on his back as he
celebrated their victory over the British man-o-war.

Rocky said as he grinned at his partner,
“The men can stop turning the pole and bring her in close. Take no
one aboard.”

Daniel nodded and gave the order. Their ship
slowed and drifted next to the two long boats. Both were loaded
with men while many others clung to the boats sides.

Rocky pulled up next to the boat with the
captain in it.

“Captain Suckling, I shall
notify the authorities that your ship sank and to set up a rescue
mission before nightfall.”

The captain was furious and shouted, “You
barbarian! I shall hunt you down like the dogs you are, and have
you all hung from my yardarm.”

Daniel laughed and called back, “Ach,
Capt’n, I don’t see how ya kin do that, fer ya have no ship to be
hangin’ fine fellas like us on. An’ I see ya took the two boats fer
ya officers an’ yerself, ya selfish lout.” He bellowed a warning as
they left, “An’ mind the sharks, Capt’n.”

The largest boat had more officers and top
ranks in them, while the ocean was full of men treading water. An
officer in one boat waved to get Rocky’s attention.

“Sir,” the young officer
said as he stood in the boat, “this young officer in training, is
wet and he be prone ta get sick. Would ya be so kind as ta take him
ta shore, warm and dry?”

Edward looked at Rocky and said in a low
voice, “One sick man can’t hurt us Rocky, an’ I’ll see ta’ him
myself.” Rocky nodded to Edward who tossed the young man a rope
that he tied around his waist. They hauled him aboard.

He removed the rope and stood wet and
shivering in front of Rocky. He was a thin blond-haired boy of
about fourteen years of age. He saluted and said, “S-S-Sir, I am in
your debt. I-I-“ his eyes rolled and he sagged as Edward caught
him.

“Let me take him below,
Captain,” he said, carrying the boy away.

Rocky called to his men, “Toss them the
wood, men.” A look of surprise came upon the crew’s faces, as they
realized the use of the wood the captain had them cut and store
aboard. They took the three-foot lengths of logs and tossed them
overboard.

Rocky called down to the swimming men: “Here
are logs to keep you men afloat until a ship comes out to you.” He
watched as the sailors swam to the floating logs and clung to them,
and then continued, “Meanwhile I have some names of men I’m looking
for. When I name you, please call out.”

He read the list of nine names and they were
pulled aboard. They were given coffee or tea and in some cases,
rum. Rocky made sure they were given warm dry clothes, and then he
gathered them on the weather deck as the ship made its best speed
toward the shore.

“You may wonder why we
picked you gentlemen out of the ocean and not the others,” he said.
“It’s simple. We heard that you were all pressed men and needed to
be home with your families. We will be going to America after we
drop off whoever wants to go back to England. Should anyone wish,
they may accompany us across the Atlantic.” He paused to let the
statement sink in and continued, “Mind you, if you go back you may
be impressed again, and we will not be around to rescue you a
second time. You have about two hours to think about it before we
make port.”

It was late in the
afternoon when they tied the New
York to the dock. Daniel went to a nearby
navy ship and reported seeing a ship sinking just offshore. “I
think it may be a navy boat, sir,” he said to the young lieutenant
on the dock. “I saw lots of blue jackets on them. I couldn’t take
any aboard ‘cause there’s a sickness aboard me boat.”

The officer avoided talking any more to him
and quickly moved away, thanking him from afar as he started a
rescue mission.

Back on board, Rocky went down to see the
young British navy officer-in-training. He smiled at the sight of
him in his dry uniform, which seemed much too big for him.

“Sir,” Rocky said, “I must
inform you that I cannot release you until we leave the dock, for I
fear you would have the navy give chase to me and my
men.”

The boy smiled and said, “Captain, I do
understand your predicament; however, as a gentleman, I give you my
word that I shall not raise alarm of your true identity until the
sun rises tomorrow morn.”

“You suggest I take your
word, sir?” Rocky thought for a moment then said, “As a gentleman
I’m sure your word is good, therefore, I shall release you
now.”

The boy smiled and offered his hand. “You
fought well, Captain. Certainly your use of the bow was unexpected
and has taught me a lesson. I shall always expect the unexpected
when at sea. So, in that, I regard you as a teacher, and I the one
who learned a great lesson. I shall be a better captain someday,
thanks to being prepared to do the unexpected.” They shook hands
and he continued, “Midshipman Horatio Nelson, always at your
service, Captain, and the service of England.”

Rocky’s jaw dropped and he smiled as he
shook the hand of the great future British admiral. “Remember, Mr.
Nelson,” he said, “England expects every man to do his duty.”

Nelson returned the smile and said, “Well
said, sir, well said. I shall always remember that.”

 


Later Rocky pulled the pressed men aside and
gave them money to get them home. They were thankful and as they
left, Rocky stopped John Elsey and asked, “What plans do you have,
sir? Back to Surrey?”

Ronald Reagan’s great-great-grandfather
answered, “Just to get my wife, friend. Then it’s off to Ireland
and away from the press gangs, to raise me family in peace.”

As they were about to leave
the ship, the newly freed men lined up and shouted three hurrahs
for Rocky and the New York
crew.

Then off to the history
books, thought Rocky, as he watched them go
down the gangplank.

 


Daniel took the ship back to Scotland and
cleaned her up, adding the cannons he retrieved from the shallow
water he had dropped them in. Rocky paid off the archers, and the
crew said farewell to their families as they prepared to head to
America.

Rocky told Daniel that if he took him back
to New York, he’d put up the money to keep the crew in food and
drink, until Daniel could advertise for cargo for the return trip
to England. The deal was made and they shipped out.

 


The New York sailed flawlessly, and the
trip to America took four weeks and two days. Rocky, Daniel and
Edward were inseparable during the entire trip. They met no
warships on the way and Daniel promised to use the propeller, only
to escape, should they meet one. They entered New York harbor at
the foot of Maiden Lane at eleven on the morning of September 2,
1772.

Daniel was on deck as they tied up and Rocky
smiled at the Scotsman.

“Daniel, you’re the world’s
best captain and a true friend. I’m proud to have sailed with you
and your great crew.”

The big man was on the verge of tears as he
gave Rocky a bear hug.

“Ach, Capt’n Rocky, I may
be the ship’s captain, but, ya truly be the admiral. I’m gonna’ be
missin’ ya, for real, an’ so’s me crew.” He gave him a friendly
push, “Now, away wi’ ya’, Capt’n, I’ve matters ta attend
ta.”

Edward picked up Rocky’s
gear and carried it down the gangplank. A squeal from a bagpipe
started up from the ship, and the entire crew broke into
singing, “Auld Lang Syne.”
Rocky turned to see the sailors all turned out on
the main deck dressed in their kilts, waving their hats as they
sang the traditional Scottish song. He bowed to them as he waved
his hat.

Once across the cobblestone street of the
dockside, Edward put Rocky’s parcel down. They looked at each
other, knowing they’d never see each other again.

Edward said with deep
emotion, “Thank you, my friend. I came aboard the
ship as an apothecary, and
now, thanks to you, have a berth aboard the New York and well on my way to seeing
my dreams of being a surgeon come true.”

Rocky smiled at his friend and said, “Wrong,
Edward, you did it yourself. I just happened along.” Edward shook
his hand and Rocky grabbed him and gave him the same kind of bear
hug Daniel had delivered earlier.

“Edward, take care of
yourself and don’t get yourself impressed.” He stood back and
looked at him. “You are needed in America as a surgeon, so learn
well, and return home.”

“Will I see you again,
Rocky?”

He shook his head. “No, Edward, I think not.
I’m off on a long trip.”

Edward picked up Rocky’s parcel and handed
it to him as he said, “Rocky Perna, rather than changing into a
man-of-the-world after being the helpless gentleman, I do believe
you were always, the man-of-the-world, pretending to be the
helpless gentleman.”

Rocky laughed out loud. “Edward Schure, you
take care, and have a great and fruitful life.” He turned and left
as Edward Schure watched him go up Maiden Lane and disappear into
the early lunch crowd.

 


Rocky thought about hiring
a wagon to take him back to the spot where the time door was, but
decided to take a leisurely stroll and enjoy the rest of his stay
in old New York. The sun was up and it was warm as he walked slowly
back to the door that would be his opening to 2011. He wanted to
see as much as he could of this great time in history. The newest
time traveler smiled as he watched the people going about the
everyday business of making a living, as they would do in his
time. It’s the same here as it is in my
time, he thought, people just want to work, be happy and raise their families
in peace. 

He arrived at the small clump of trees that,
in the future, would be the garden of The 1800 Club. He sat down
and leaned against a tree. If anyone were watching, it would look
as if he was a tired gentleman taking a rest in the shade of some
trees.

He opened the hairbrush text machine and
typed in, “BILL, I’M BACK AND READY FOR YOU TO OPEN THE DOOR. IT’S
SEPT. 2, 1772, AT 1:55 PM. ROCKY.”

Two minutes later he saw a finger wave from
seemingly out of thin air, and he walked the few steps toward it.
He put his hand out, and it disappeared into nothingness. He
followed his own hand and found himself in the walled staircase of
The 1800 Club with Bill, who quickly closed and locked the door. A
happy Bill threw his arm around Rocky and took his parcel as they
went up the stairs.

DATELINE: 2011 PLACE: THE 1800 CLUB, NEW
YORK CITY

Twenty minutes later they were having strong
coffee and puffing on cigars as they sat in Bill’s den.

“I’m glad it worked out
well, Rocky,” he said. “Is there anything you need right
now?”

“I need a long, hot bath,
and a big pasta dinner with a bottle of red wine.”

Bill started to get up, as he said, “I can
have Matt whip up some . . .”

Rocky stopped him. “No, thanks anyway, Bill.
I just want to go down to Little Italy and sink slowly back into
2011 and relax.”

Bill nodded his understanding and said; “I
always find it best to get a good night’s sleep before I know I’m
really back. I suggest you do the same. In a day or two maybe you
can come by and debrief for us. Good with you?”

“Great with me,” Rocky
said, standing and stretching. “I’m just going to go downstairs and
change. I’ll call you tomorrow . . . and, once again Bill thanks.
It was a fantastic trip.”

 


It took Rocky three days to get back to
where he was before the mission. More than once, he started
speaking as a mid-1700s gentleman. He realized that it was the
abrupt end of the period he was in, which was bothering him. One
day he was aboard a wooden sailing vessel with rough-cut men
climbing up to work the sails, and the next he was walking down
Fifth Avenue in New York saying excuse me to strangers if they
bumped into him.

I’m back,
he thought, but which
time is the better? The 1770s had their pretentious people, but so
do we. He realized he missed some of the
friends he had made back then. Closure, he thought, as he sat in the
cabin of his sailboat, I need
closure. 

He grabbed his laptop and typed into a
Google page, “Daniel McKillop, Scotland, 1772.”

The response was almost immediate.

“Daniel
McKillop.

Importer of All Goods.

In 1772, Daniel McKillop started an
import/export company. His claim to fame was his promise to take
cargo across the Atlantic Ocean faster than any other sailing ship
of the day. He consistently arrived in Europe or America, days
before any other boat that left at the same time. The story was
that, even though his ship, the New York, left port along with
others at the same time, after dark it seemed to disappear. Did
McKillop stumble upon another means of powering his sailing ship?
No one ever found out, as his crew of dedicated Scotsmen never
spoke of it. All that is known is that his company was the place to
go to for delivering one’s goods ahead of the competition. He built
a small empire, and he and his wife Rita became great-grandparents
who passed the company down through the ages.”

Rocky sat back and laughed out loud. “Aha!
Dan, ya ol’ sod, ya did good. I’m goin’ ta tip one back fir ya
today, laddie.”

Rocky then typed in “Doctor Edward Schure,
Scotland, 1772.”

The screen said,
“No Match.”

He typed in
“Apothecary Edward
Schure, Scotland 1772.”

Once again, “No match.”

Then he typed, “Surgeon Edward Schure,
Scotland 1772.”

At that, the computer came alive with
text.

“Doctor Edward C.
Schure

Ship’s Surgeon, Edward C. Schure.

Went to Scotland from
America in the early 1700s and made a name for himself on Scottish
and, later, American sailing vessels. He often told of learning his
profession at sea, while on-the-job. He started his practice aboard
the New York, a sailing ship owned by the famous Scottish
entrepreneur, Daniel McKillop. In 1783 Schure opened a small
medical office on New York’s Long Island, the Perna Medical
Practice. He named the practice after a friend, Mr. Rocky Perna,
and it flourished. Descendants of Edward C. Schure are still active
in the medical field in New York.”

Wow! Thought Rocky as he reached for the telephone, dialed
directory assistance and after a few tries got the telephone number
and address of Edward C. Schure, DDS, Long Beach, New
York.

Unable to wait, Rocky was in his car in
minutes, driving to Long Beach Island, just past Coney Island and
the Rockaway’s. He arrived at the dentist’s office at three
o’clock.

When he opened the door to the waiting room,
a bell sounded alerting the doctor that he had a patient. Rocky
heard a voice say from his office, “Bit early, John, aren’t
you?”

Rocky answered, “Not John, Doctor Schure,
I’m a new patient.”

The doctor walked into the waiting room
drying his hands.

Rocky was
transfixed. Lord! He is Edward’s
double! he thought, as the doctor
approached. He was in his early sixties but still looked like his
great-great-grandfather of 1772.

Rocky offered his hand and said, “Doctor, I
was passing and saw your sign outside. I’m thinking of buying a
house down here, and I’ll need a new dentist, so I thought I’d
introduce myself. Rocky Perna.”

Schure looked at him, and as they shook
hands, his eyebrows furrowed.

“Rocky Perna? That name
means something to my family, Mr. Perna. It was the name my
great-great-grandfather gave to his first practice, way back in the
late-1700s. I’d be only too happy to be your dentist.”

Rocky smiled and answered, “It’s an old
name, Doctor.” He paused and said, “I bet it took a lot to start a
business here in the 1700s. Your great-great-grandfather must have
been an interesting man.”

The doctor nodded. “From the stories handed
down, he was. And he loved the sea. That’s why he settled here in
Long Island, right by the ocean. Back then he treated only sailors
and people who lived by the ocean. It was a very small community,
but it expanded and he stayed. They say he could sit for hours by
the fireplace, telling his grandchildren stories of when he was on
the old sailing ships.”

He smiled as he remembered and continued,
“As I heard from my grandparents, his good friend Rocky Perna was a
favorite topic of his. Evidently they fought together against
English warships. Must have been exciting, don’t you think, Mr.
Perna?”

Rocky smiled as though he was seeing his
friend Edward again.

“It certainly was, Edward,
it certainly was.”

 


Shortly after their
meeting, Rocky drove back home feeling as though he had made a full
circle. He was pleased, and thought as he looked at the Atlantic
Ocean go by his open window, Here’s to you
Edward Schure and Daniel McKillop. I know you two are out there
somewhere, and maybe I’ll go back and see you both someday. Maybe
we can take a sail and have a sip of ale together again.

He rolled up the windows, as the wind seemed
to bring tears to his eyes.

 


That same day, Bill Scott
and Matt got out of a taxicab at Fifty-Second Street and Fifth
Avenue in midtown Manhattan. They entered a large store with a
script type on the glass stating that it was, Fabulous Antique Treasure Store. A
tall dark-haired woman greeted them.

“Good day, gentlemen. May I
help you?”

Bill smiled as he saw an 1882 coffee table.
He pointed at it and said, “Good-day to you too, Ma’am. Yes, I’d
like to purchase that coffee table.”

She was caught off guard and stammered, “Er
. . . yes, this table. Well, do you want to know the price?” She
started to look for the ticket that was attached to the underside,
“Just let me find . . .”

Bill smiled and answered, “That’s all right,
the price doesn’t really matter. I would love to see that in my
living room.”

She waved to a clerk. “Henry, please pack
this table up and deliver it to . . . ” She looked at Bill. “Where
would you like this sent, sir?”

“520 East
Ninth Street”, said Bill, as he handed her his credit card. He
pointed to the name Fabulous Antique
Treasures Store on the receipt and said,
“You know the initials read FATS. Anybody ever say that to you
before?”

Her eyes opened wide and she smiled, “That
name was a play on words by my great-grandfather. He always liked
to rub it in that he started out as a junkman. He told the family
never to look down on their roots, never to look down on his being
a junkman, because that’s where he first got the idea to start an
antique dealership. They say he had fun turning his nickname,
‘Fats,’ into an expensive shop for antiques that he considered his
junk.”

Bill left the store laughing at his friend
from 1865, Bobby, “Fats” Bellsito, junkman and future wealthy
antique dealer. “Can’t wait to have a beer with him in 1865 at
Diamonds,” he said to Matt.

 


When they returned to the club, there was a
text message for Bill, from his future grandson, Edmund Scott.

“GREETINGS FROM 2066
GRANDPA BILL. JUST READ YOUR RONALD REAGAN REPORT. NOTHING SHORT OF
FANTASTIC! THE GROUP IS ECSTATIC ABOUT THIS ONE. RIGHT NOW ALL
PROBES ARE SENDING BACK NOTHING BUT GOOD NEWS, SO YOU CAN GET SOME
DOWNTIME. I’LL STAY IN TOUCH, AND YOU RELAX. LOVE, YOUR GRANDSON,
EDMUND SCOTT.”

Bill turned off his text communicator and
smiled.

“I should feel as though
I’m on vacation, rather than my vacation’s over and I’m going back
to work.” He rang Matt and asked for hot chocolate and a
peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich.

It was after eleven that same night that the
text communicator buzzed, alerting Bill to an incoming message. He
opened it and read, “BILL, SORRY ABOUT THE ULTRASHORT VACATION. ONE
OF OUR PROBES IS SHOWING A CHANGE IN THE HISTORY OF AMERICAN WORLD
WAR ONE TOP ACE, CAPTAIN EDDIE RICKENBACKER.

SEND YOU MORE AS IT BREAKS. YOUR GRANDSON,
EDMUND.

Oh well,
thought Bill as he went to his library,
I’ve always been intrigued by America’s top ace
of the First World War, Captain Eddie Rickenbacker. Guess I’ll be
doing some reading about him this evening.

End

 


AUTHOR’S NOTE:

The end is usually very apparent in a story, be it a book or
movie. However, in this case, although it is the end page-wise, it
continues on in the 1800 Club. You see, The 1800 Club
does exist in New York
City, although, under a different name and address. I, Bill Scott,
also exist as President and owner of the club, and the people I
wrote of, all exist. Some of their names have been changed, as they
do have a life outside of the club, and they, and the club, must be
protected.

By now you are thinking, “This is a put-on,
there is no club that can travel in time.” But, I ask you to look
around. Isn’t history the same as you read it in your history
books? Believe me, the club is working to keep it so. You the
reader may ask, “Why is he admitting this?” To that I answer, “Why
not?” Sometimes the best place to hide something is right out in
plain sight. So, while admitting the club exists, the secret is as
safe as saying it doesn’t exist.

I intended to continue this
narrative and tell you about some of the other missions the club
has worked on, however, I have to interrupt this book at this point
because I’ve just been alerted that there is a problem going on
right now with Captain Eddie Rickenbacker, America’s top Ace of
World War I. I do intend to document it, and others as they occur,
in the next book, ‘Time Travel Adventures
of The 1800 Club. Book 4.’

B.S.

 


Note from Robert P. McAuley

After each adventure in
time, President Bill Scott dictates to me what occurred so I can
write them down for posterity. He told me that at this moment there
are sixteen more stories on hand and, as time goes on, who knows
how many more there will be after that? He informed me that I might
let our readers know that Book 4
will feature two more stories: The Time Travel Adventure to prevent
Captain Eddie Rickenbacker, America’s Top Ace of World War I, from
being shot down and when Amelia Earhart survives her
around-the-world trip, the U.S.A. suffers mightily because of her
return. We both hope you find the time to
read them. The following is the opening of The Eddie Rickenbacker Mission in Book IV.

Regards, Robert McAuley

 


The Eddie Rickenbacker Mission

 


DATELINE: DECEMBER 20, 1939 PLACE: THE RKO
PROSPECT MOVIE THEATER, BROOKLYN, NEW YORK

The time was nine-fifty in
the evening and Bill Scott was taking in the eight o’clock showing
of the movie, ‘Gone With the
Wind.’ He smiled as he
thought, No surround-sound or other modern
technology, and to hear the audience as they first saw this
Academy-award winning movie, was priceless. He looked at his box of Good and
Plenty candy and chuckled again.
Plus a box of candy for five cents. A guy can’t
go wrong. 

A slight vibration on the text communicator
in his inside breast pocket got his attention. He left his seat,
walked out to the lobby and stepped into a telephone booth to check
the message. It was from Edmund Scott up in 2066.

“HELLO BILL. I NEED TO MEET
WITH YOU. CAN YOU GIVE ME A TIME THAT’S GOOD FOR YOU? YOUR GRANDSON
EDMUND SCOTT.”

Bill quickly typed back, “I’LL BE AT THE
CLUB IN ONE HOUR. WANT TO MEET ME THERE?”

The text answer was; “I’LL BE THERE.
EDMUND.”

Bill put the text
communicator away just as Rhett Butler said on the movie
screen, “Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a
damn!” The gasp from the audience told him
he was back in a simpler time. Missed it!
Darn, he thought as he fixed his scarf and
fedora, pulled on his leather gloves and pushed open the glass door
to exit. He smiled as he walked past a group of people waiting in
line to see this groundbreaking Hollywood extravaganza.
They all dressed up to go to see a movie back in
this time period, he thought as he stepped out into the cold evening,
I think that’s great!

Once out in the street he
ignored two taxis until a yellow Sky-View taxi turned the corner
and he flagged it down. He gave the driver the club’s address and
slid back the clear glass roof to take in the fresh, cold evening
air. He listened as the driver shifted gears and thought with a
grin, No automatic transmissions yet, at
least in the taxis.

As they sped to New York City, the time
traveler looked up through the taxi’s open roof at the stars of the
December evening of 1939. Going over the Brooklyn Bridge, he
watched as couples strolled the bridge, hugging in the cold air. He
saw the holiday lights of Brooklyn fade behind him, as the bright
lights of the city, got closer. They drove up Third Avenue and
pulled up to the rear of The 1800 Club. He paid the driver and
opened the garden gate, then the door to the staircase that took
him to the large mahogany door of the club’s den, and August
2011.

Continued.
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