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Up, and roll far.

Down, and roll far.

Up and down.

Roll and roll.

Wave after steep wave.

Skid a little at the top as propeller churns air and rudder fights for bite.

Over and over.

Slow, but with resolve uncommon.

Over and over was the Bittersweet’s life.

A corvette’s life.

A guardian’s life.

Hank Reaver’s life.

To send the probing sound down and out into the waves.

Over and over.

Through bright blue days or grey locked skies

Over and over.

Through nights where the stars wheeled or nights where black wave and black heaven met.

Over and over.

With resolve uncommon.

With skin that never warmed, never dried.

With eyes that saw with sweat blurring.

With ears that heard with caution warning.

A guardian’s life.

An uncommon life.

Hank’s life.

A corvette’s life.

She felt the fingers touch her, long before she saw their owners.

Delicate fingers with held back power.

The radar chattered to itself and then hurried back to its owner.

‘What ship?’ The Destroyer’s voice was curt, not unfriendly but shaded by stern duty. ‘Where bound?’

There was a custom which bound them both now and she was determined to follow it lest her challenger thought ill of her.

‘I am the Bittersweet, four days out from the new found land and bound for Belfast docks. I guard my charges as is my right, who are you that would ask these things?’

The Destroyer was about to answer when a different voice was heard. This voice was a warm contralto interwoven with braids of cold steel, despite its warmth it was a voice that commanded, that would brook no dispute.

‘You lay your cartel well sister. Truly I have never heard better. You do yourself much honour. Forgive my escort. They too have duties, and those duties are to carry me to a safe berth where my hurts may be healed.’

A wave lifted her then and she got a brief glimpse of a huge ship, much stained by war. Flame had run down her side leaving old soot and fresh rust, one of her main guns lay forlornly down as if resting after long exertion and a thousand small wounds were scattered along her body.

A wave, cousin to the one which was sending her skywards attempted to challenge the huge ship, but a sharp bow cut the wave, plunging down into the wetness and scattering it into spume and salt-licked rainbows.

‘You are hurt!’

There was pride in the reply. ‘A little, but my wounds were bought in honourable combat and are but a small price to pay for victory. Our enemies in the middle sea are no more, now I may rest for a short time before I place myself in the lists once again.’

An image of flame rent night, of screams and thunder came to her and for a moment she wished that she could be a mighty warship instead of a mere caretaker.

‘I wish I could have been there.’ There was a little resentment in the Bittersweet’s answer, for in truth her duties were plain enough and there was little chance for advancement in her life, but the huge ships answer was surprisingly gentle.

‘I wish you could have been there also, sister, for your spirit is such as I would wish to see in any who bear my flag, yet I would charge you not to scorn that with which you have been entrusted. If I have had the honour of destroying those who would stand against me, then you have the honour of protection, and who shall say which is the greater honour?

‘To win in battle is one thing, but to walk lonely ramparts without respite is a duty hard, an uncommon task for uncommon sisters.

‘And think you this; what use my vaunted speed if my hearts beat no more for lack of fuel, what then of my mighty guns if my powder rooms ache from hunger?

‘No, if I and my sisters have been bright swords, then you and yours have been a hard shield and of what use is the one without the other?

‘Walk your lonely path little sister, walk it with honour bright as you do now.’

And with that the voice ended. The next high wave gave only a glimpse of smoke upon the horizon.

There was only up and down now for Hank Reaver and the Bittersweet.

Up

And roll far.

Down.

And roll far.

Over and over.

Slow.

But with resolve.

Uncommon resolve.

Down.

Cut through waves green and white.

Up.

Say farewell to the convoy eastward bound.

Down.

Say farewell to the little corvette brave and true.

Head towards a setting sun and a haven.

Up.

Down.

The same rhythm, the dance decades old.

The convoy a salt-tinged smudge on a far horizon.

Time for last words and true words.

Praise for the guarding of flocks made an honour brighter yet.  

On and on through the waters green and white, while rust red and brown stained her sides and a tired crew tended her with love.

Hard pressed she had been but war skill had seen her triumph.

An enemy put to the sword and the middle sea itself set aflame.

A night and a day had witnessed sweet victory.

But at a cost.

Her children were safe, cosseted and wrapped well against the sea’s careless malevolence but she bore scars as well as rust and worst of all she grieved. A last fiery shell had sought admittance to a turret whose guns had pointed towards an enemy horizon and armour had sternly done all it could.

And failed.

She felt the fireball as a sharp pain even as cries of victory were heard from all around.

Three turrets fired revenge in angry salvoes and then smaller sisters gathered round her victim and pushed hot spears into her burning sides until the sea took her.

It was over then and the morning battle about to begin and she still had sisters to command.

But later and in the days that followed she grieved as flag-draped men took a final voyage.

She wept salt tears as they fell and watched them take a last bed.

She bade them a final adieu and promised that never would they be forgotten.

On and on, the next wave and the next.

Grieving and tired of war, the cost of honour and duty, the loss of friends.

On and on, one sun birthing the next until at a twilight’s last flaring a voice came from the gathering gloom challenging those who sought to cross a border. Stern challenge changed to warm welcome as she made her presence known. Tugs, squat and greasy added their power to engines long over used and pushed and prodded her graceful bulk into a friendly berth.

And then it was over.

Long months of command, of sea miles uncounted, of battle red and raw was over.

The Hood was back to an old home...yet new.

The Hood was back in Boston.

Back with old friends...and new.

Back to have her wounds tended...and better.

But most of all to rest.

And that was best of all.
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The engine room telegraph bell rang and the pointer moved to a welcome sight and Stebbings muttered a prayer that thanked an unseen deity with a mix of gratitude and blasphemy.

‘Finished with engines!’ He turned to a weary crew and spoke with his best petty officer’s voice.

‘Well what are you waiting for, an engraved invitation? Valves and brakes and be quick about it or you lot will feel the toe of my boot!’

His crew grinned for they were a good crew and needed little in the way of orders after such a long cruise.

There was an art to shutting down an engine even as there was an art to starting one. Steam had to be bled off slowly to match a diminishing fuel, great asbestos lined brakes must be placed against spinning shafts lest inertia overcome care and all these acts must be balanced the one with the other in a dance where a single misstep would bring hurt and torn metal.

He could leave his crew to carry on for they were comrades to be trusted and he walked over to where a thin man in a stained white overall was standing next to the great box of the main centre shaft bearing.

The bearing still carried its load but cried softly as it did so, somewhere inside hard chromium had been lost and now dull steel pushed against the slowing shaft. Only hourly applications of grease had averted a greater calamity and Stebbings watched as the man gently stroked the casing as a man would calm a loved horse that had been over-ridden.

‘Finished with engines, sir, the lads are shutting down now.’

The man lifted his hand from the casing and turned.

‘Thank you, Mr. Stebbings, nothing more to report?’ 

‘No sir, spares and defect list is on your desk ready to sign...it’s a long list; us and the Yanks are going to be busy for a while I think.’

Pulver gave a sad smile. ‘We drove the old girl hard didn’t we, but she never let us down, never refused us, never gave us anything but her best. But she’s tired, just listen to her.’

The sobbing of the bearing was just a single voice in a sad chorus; steam whistled through joints that begged for repair, generators crackled through coils that trembled on the edge of breakdown and everywhere the damage inflicted by the recoil of the Hood’s great guns grunted in barely mastered pain.

‘She deserves a rest and that’s God’s own truth.’

Stebbings nodded his understanding and laid his own arm on a trembling stanchion.

‘But a bit of leave sir and that can’t be bad; few days maybe and then back into it. We’ll soon get the old girl back on her feet, us and the Yanks between us.’

Pulver shook his head. ‘No, Patrick, not for us. For others maybe, but not for us.’ He pulled out a grease stained paper and a small envelope from an overall pocket. ‘Orders, Patrick, orders. There will be leave, but it will be home leave. We’re going home, Pat, home at last.’

Pulver was smiling now thinking of grey-green eyes and a child never met while Stebbings stood with a mouth half open and thoughts of Doris and the kids running through a mind which barely grasped the idea.

‘Home?’

‘Home, Pat, were going home. There’ll be leave and then we have a job to do together. But leave first, see the family.’ He paused and then thrust the envelope into Stebbings’ hand. ‘Congratulations Pat, you did the work and you more than deserve this.’

Stebbings opened the envelope to find a cloth badge embroidered with a crown and gold oak leaves.

‘Well done, Chief Petty Officer.’

He’d been promoted and that was something, but more, much more than that he was going home.

Home, he was going home.  

And that was best of all.

The last oil-fed flame flickered and died, the last ounce of steam fled into the condensers and a great peace settled onto the Hood. One by one she bade her parts rest and promised to reawaken them when time and duty called. There was little to do now but wait and endure the touch of men who sought to heal with hammer, torch and wrench.

She felt wooden fingers reach out and run over her wounds and a familiar voice sound from a nearby wharf.

‘You look a mite banged up, child but you’re in good hands now. Best you rest up some and let my people work.’ There was an oaken chuckle from the Constitution. ‘I’ve had a touch of that myself over the years and I ain’t the ship I was and that’s for sure. Why there ain’t a part of me from keel to main top that’s original but I’m still the same old girl that I was.

‘Now tell me about the war, I’ve been bustin’ my britches waiting to hear all about it so best you settle down and sit for a spell and start talking. How did my daughters do? I’d have given my copper bottom to be there.’

The Hood began to talk, praising the American ships, stressing their ability to quickly learn from those who had long wielded sharp knives.

She told of small ships guided by great men, though young. Ships that thrust and parried, weakening the enemy by day and by night, while larger sisters learnt and relearnt until lessons were instincts honed to cutting blades.

She told of a slow war, breaking enemy pathways one by one, killing ships one by one, two by two, until the enemy stung by repeated challenge sallied out in a single battle that began in the dark of night and ended under a morning’s sun.

The Hood said little about her actions for a warrior gave no heed to idle boasting but she told of the Texas and sisters many who stood and slammed a door shut with shot and shell and how the night was split with fire and death.

She told of how the Dunkerque had sailed with her one last time and given her absolution before the Black wave had lifted her with gentle arms.

The Constitution said little during the Hood’s words not wishing to break the flow, but building up a picture of war and battle, but finally as the words came to an end, she spoke with a voice that trembled with joy. ‘A night action and my daughters in the thick of it! Child you have no idea how that warms me, all my lessons have been well heeded and you guided them with skill but the old flag still flies high and not a speck of dishonour lies on it.’

The Hood chuckled at a memory. ‘In truth their only sin was a light one and one easily corrected. They held fast to your command to let no day pass without an enemy hurt and held fast all too well, but stern words taught that the sure kill is ever the best kill.

‘They took your flag into war and though it was torn by battle it flew high and flies high yet. When you and your daughters meet, shower them with praise for few deserve it better.’ 

‘And you saw the black wave’, said the Constitution, ‘saw it myself off Valparaiso back in ’39. Course I was a young shaveling back then and not used to seeing such things. But I saw one o’ them little trading brigs decide she weren’t goin’ to do her work no more and split herself in two, now this was deliberate mind, and no accident. It was plain orneriness and no mistake. Well the Black Wave came up and gripped that little brig like a terrier grips a rat and my how that brig squealed! But it weren’t no use, the Black Wave took her and I don’t want to think no more about it. The Black Wave punishes lack of duty and that’s no error, but you do your duty and the wave is like a little lamb.

‘I guess your friend found that out and to my mind she’s in a better place. She did her duty and then some, ain’t no cause to worry about her no more. Few beat the wave and it comes for us all either early or late and we all owe it a death. But duty, child, duty is the light that guides us and don’t you forget it.

‘Can the merchantman fight? Can the oiler ward the wolves by running? Is the liner to place her masts against the pirate? As once they looked to me, now they look to you and my daughters, for as the oiler and the merchantman have their duties so we that have teeth have ours.’

The Hood thought of her dead, of mangled limbs and red, red blood scattered and splashed. There were voices now that could speak only through her and her sadness fell away for the dead were sad enough and it was for the living to remember.

Her crew and every part of her had never asked for guarantees, that much she knew. All who bore the flag and wore the uniform risked the same fate, all had faced the same choice and all who bore the flag and wore the uniform had made the same decision.

They would fight for home harbours and home firesides, for sisters and comrades, for kith and for kin.

They would fight to preserve the familiar and the good, fight for well- trodden streets, the church and the chapel.

They would fight not out of desire but out of obligation to serve those who could not fight, whose only weapon was prayer.

To die was to die with sadness, but with honour bright. 

The Constitution’s words were comforting and the light of duty flared high within her once more. 

Yet the war was a thing that would not die. The Black Wave was overworked and the conversation turned from war past to war yet to come. It was a conversation that the Hood knew would raise memories still green, yet what she must say could not be delayed and the traditions of the service dictated that sooner begun was sooner finished.

She shifted a little in her berth and began. ‘When my hurts are healed, when I am new fashioned once more, I do not return to the narrow seas nor yet the inland sea that is ours once more. My course lies otherwise, I will travel to the father of all seas, for there dwell the enemies who wear the rising sun. There I will lead a great war band, trusted warriors all and help clear the waters that lie under Capricorn’s gaze.’

There was a silence from the Constitution at these words for there was still anger and grief at daughters murdered by treachery and dishonour. The old ship had very definite ideas of what was right and what was wrong and the deaths of daughters caught at peaceful anchor had burnt within her a bitter sense of outrage.

At last a voice darker than midnight floated across from the Constitution’s wharf. ‘Child, in the great water I have many daughters and each to each I have given a special order. To that flag there is to be given no mercy, no accepting of honourable surrender, no terms save that of death. Each daughter, both old and new has taken this vow and I ask now what is your mind in this matter.’

The old ship had asked a question and asked it in the old way, formal and courteous. There was an answer to give but it must be given with the right words and in the proper manner, for, friendship apart, the iron oak timbers held a voice which deserved respect. 

‘Long ago’, the Hood replied, ‘I too took a vow before you. I vowed that your fight was my fight, that your daughters were in very truth my sisters. I do not make vows in vain. I made the oath and I am bound by its words. From me the flag of the rising sun will take no ruth. From me and from mine there will be no grace and no forgiveness. 

‘Even now my host gathers, even now they gather in strength and in numbers and when the day comes as come it must my host will exact vengeance for murdered daughters.’

‘This is my pledge, mine and my sisters, these are my words, mine and my host.’

It was done, the words had been spoken, the vow rebirthed and once more there was a silence from the Constitution until the dark voice was replaced was replaced by one more familiar.

‘Asked and answered, though I never doubted the answer, still it is good to hear the words. I’ve sailed the great waters before and there’s no waters like them; at night the stars meet the waves and at day the sky is blue and blue with nary a cloud to be seen. Go south and the wind is fit to blow the sticks out of you and even the albatrosses flee, too far north and fogs as thick as pea soup grip every rope and spar.’

There was a wistful sigh.

‘I sure wish I could see those waves again and feel the salt wind in my sails.’

‘Your place is here’, replied the Hood softly. ‘Where else are daughters to learn all that is gentle except at your knee? And I too must learn, for the waters of the Great Father are too little known to me. There are currents there and winds that are greatly to be feared, tell me all that you know, that I may better lead my host.’

A soft chuckle bounced from wharf to wharf.

‘I reckon you’ve come to the right place to learn, child, so settle while I tell a few tales. Now there’s a place off the Sea of Japan where cold water bumps up against warm and the winds that come from that are something to behold. Now the best thing to be done is this...’

All through the Boston night the Constitution gave cautions and warnings; places where the wind died to a whisper or blew with full throated rage, the dead places where the waves were feeble and the seaweed danced in stately time under a hot sun that was a dread to men and timbers alike.

All this and more as the ship’s bells announced the waning of the dark and the advancing of the light.

And in the morning the first workman walked aboard the Hood and the first cutting torch flared into bright healing warmth.

American skill would refit her for her war to come.

And that was better yet.
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They’d been given eight weeks and not a second more.

Eight weeks to reform and re-fashion.

Eight weeks, and at the end of that time everything must be in place and ready.

Eight weeks for the men of Jarrow to work an old magic, practice an old skill.

Eight weeks did not frighten Geordie McIntyre but the bridge of the Dithmarschen did. Even the Navy acknowledged that it really had been an extraordinary lucky shot. The destroyer’s shell had hit and then burst in a savage blossoming that had scoured Captain, helmsman and everyone on the bridge from life.

Geordie McIntyre shuddered at what he was seeing.

Great rents, fanged with sharp steel were everywhere and every tube and instrument were smashed beyond repair while the telegraph reminded him of a broken tooth pulled by an inept dentist.

It would have been quick he thought, the destroyer looming out of the fog, a moment of panic and then nothing.

A boarding party had scrambled aboard before the blood had stopped dripping and the Dithmarschen had changed ownership and sailed to Jarrow under control of a prize crew.

Despite the damage Geordie was most impressed with the ship. She was fast at twenty-three knots and well-built for the Germans were fine craftsmen and there was very little she could not do from pumping fuel to mending broken legs. The apparatus and supplies for the mending of legs was not why the Dithmarschen had been sent to Jarrow though. Someone had seen something on the ship which was very interesting and decided to let the men of Palmers shipyards run expert eyes over it.

A long week had been given to survey her and Geordie had consulted far and wide. He now had a long list of suggestions. Secretly he was proud of the list for it represented a good deal of hard work and a change in how the ship yards were run. The shipyard was a far different place today and though he was too modest to say so Geordie was responsible for a good deal of that.

Everyone respected the man who had walked from Jarrow to London and forced a government to give work to starving families.

An argument between union and management died when Geordie arrived, disputes over demarcation, over payments or work hours faded away before a prestige he had never sought.

Always he listened trying to find a path both could agree on and a decision made by him was rarely challenged for he was a court of last appeal. Yet he bore the weight with calm good sense, a ready smile and no sense of arrogance for he was a man born with no sense of self-importance.

Eight weeks.

Eight weeks to convert engines, to rip and to gut. 

There were those who disbelieved. ‘You can do all this in eight weeks?’

Geordie did not know the man, nor did the man know Palmers so his pride was only hurt a little. ‘Why man, if it wasn’t fo’ the diesels we wud hev it done in five, and divvent yee doubt it!’

The man in the suit had returned to London only half believing.

Eight weeks.

Geordie smiled as the first red arms of the sun hit the grey wet waves of the Tyne.

He smiled as the first of the men and boys walked up to the ship and his voice laughed down at them. ‘Hey canny lads wot are yee waitin’ fo'? There's wark hor, are yee ready?’

A chorus of good-humoured insults floated up through the chill morning air and soon the first hammer made the first blow.

Eight weeks for the Dithmarschen and the men of Jarrow

Eight weeks.

Newly promoted or not Chief Petty Officer Patrick Stebbings was frightened.

Admirals were creatures best avoided, best left alone and never ever approached. Not to be in the same room as one would be something he would willingly give a month’s rum ration for or perhaps it was a situation better faced with a month’s rum ration safe inside him, but here he was in an office in London facing a Rear Admiral who was looking at them with what Stebbings hoped was a benign expression.

Of course, Lieutenant Pulver was here, like him dressed in his number one uniform, but unlike him seemingly unaffected by the presence of exalted rank.

‘Sit down gentlemen and make yourselves comfortable. You are no doubt wondering why you have been summoned here. Well there are several reasons the first and most important one is this ship.’

He rose and handed the two men a photograph of a workmanlike ship equipped with derricks and booms.

‘The Dithmarschen is a German supply boat. The Relentless caught her off the coast of France, boarded her and brought her back almost intact. Quite a nice piece of work in my opinion. However, the Dithmarschen is a rather unusual ship, the Germans are feeling the pinch regarding their U-boat campaign; The Asturians harry them as they leave France, we have our bases here and, on the Azores, while the Americans press down from Iceland. All in all, it’s not a happy time for the Kreigsmarine, but once in the Atlantic a U-boat has a fair degree of safety, but on its return journey it has once more to run the gauntlet. The Germans realised this and have adapted ships like the Dithmarschen to a new purpose. Far better in their mind for the U-boat itself to remain on station while these ships slip out from France with new crews and fresh fuel and equipment, and then make their way back to France.

‘Naturally we have our own thoughts on this and the Relentless was one of a number of ships tasked with ensuring that this particular plan was frustrated. I cannot go into details, but it seems that many U-boat crews will miss their rendezvous. Rather a bad business for them but how they manage their affairs is no concern of mine or yours either. Now, having studied the photographs, what is the first thing you gentlemen have noticed?’

He looked quizzically at the men and awaited an answer.

Stebbings looked at Pulver and pointed to a spot on the photograph.

Pulver nodded and spoke. ‘The refueling booms, sir. They are midships and not aft.’

The admiral looked pleased and grinned.

‘Exactly so. In theory the Dithmarschen can replenish two U-boat at the same time, though we don’t know if that has ever been attempted. It is though something we intend to undertake and you two gentlemen will be part of that experiment.

‘We are sending a fleet to the Pacific; the distances are huge and our bases few and far apart. Our old methods of replenishing at sea are to say the least cumbersome and wholly unfitted for such a campaign. We must therefore take a leaf out of the American song book and change our tactics.

‘I’m sending you to see the Dithmarschen undertake sea trials and exercises. I will expect a full report with recommendations and I want that report rather sooner than later.’

This was a direct order and could only be obeyed, but a small devil of doubt appeared in Stebbings’ soul. It grew and grew until it was strong enough to kill his fear of admirals and strong enough to force the words from his throat.

‘Excuse me sir, but why us?’  

The devil laughed and retreated with Stebbings astonished at his own boldness.

To his surprise the admiral did not blast him with molten fire and reduce him several stages in rank. Instead he began to tick off points on his fingers.

‘Firstly, because you were recommended. Secondly because your ship is laid up in Boston and you can be spared. Thirdly because the Dithmarschen is joining the Royal Auxiliary Fleet under the name Susannah, now does that give you a clue?’

Stebbings looked blankly at the smiling face of the admiral. He was obviously supposed to see what the name had to do with both of them, but no matter how hard he thought he could not make the connection and it was Pulver who came to the rescue.

‘Susannah was the wife of the first Lord Hood, sir. Are you suggesting...?’

‘I’m not suggesting anything, Lieutenant. The Hood and her escorts will need a fast ship to aid them...a wife if you will. The Susannah will be that ship...if you recommend her to be so. Your orders are with my staff, go to Jarrow and report back as soon as possible.’

And so it was that Stebbings and Pulver found themselves on the express train that ran arrow-straight up to the border lands watered by the mighty River Tyne.
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