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        It’s said that cousins are a kid’s first friends, but we never had the chance to develop a friendship until decades later. As the son of my mom’s only brother, we never got to know one another until almost too late. I would give anything to have known you when we were boys.

        Welcome to the family, cuz!

      

      

      

      
        
        “My father used to play with my brother and me in the yard.

        Mother would come out and say, 'You're tearing up the grass.'

        'We're not raising grass,' Dad would reply. 'We're raising boys.'”

        —Harmon Killebrew
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        November 24

        South Side, Milwaukee, Wisconsin

      

      

      The wind was frigid and right in his face as Will trudged along a seedy sidewalk in the less attractive part of town. His hoodie was over his head and his shoulders hunched forward, hands in his coat pockets.

      As he walked, he passed the many boarded-up shops and warehouses that harkened to the city’s industrial boom early in the previous century.

      Most of the industry had long since moved overseas, and the shops that supported it had turned into a Walmart, then into malls out on the edge of town. Now, even the malls struggled, since people found it easier to do their shopping online.

      It’d snowed heavily the previous night, almost eight inches. Then, during the day, the temperature had risen just enough above freezing to melt some of the snow into a slushy liquid, too thick to flow to the drains. The wet snow turned gray, thanks to the splatter of cars passing on the street, and had soaked through the sides of Will’s sneakers and into his socks, causing a squishy sound with each step.

      “I gotta find a way to get out of here,” Will mumbled, stepping off the curb to cross the street. “Anywhere down south. This is my last damned winter here.”

      He’d made that promise to himself more than once, and here he was, just days before Thanksgiving, and he was still stuck in Milwaukee.

      After passing another boarded-up and gated warehouse, half a block later, he turned into a dingy alley next to Lou’s Tavern. Sheltered from the sun, the snow in the alley hadn’t melted and crunched under his wet shoes.

      Will banged on the first door he came to, steam billowing from his mouth and nostrils with each exhalation. He clutched his arms across his chest, rubbing them as he shifted his weight from one foot to the other.

      Then he banged on the door again.

      A narrow shaft of light spilled out into the snow-covered alleyway as someone inside moved the peephole cover and looked out.

      “It’s Will!” he shouted at the door, knowing whoever it was probably couldn’t see him in the dark alley. “Open up, man! It’s freezin’ out here.”

      There was a clank as the steel bar bracing the closed door on the inside was lifted and placed on the floor. Then the door opened, spilling bright light into the alley and up the far wall.

      Will stepped quickly into the bar’s stockroom, stomping the slush from his sneakers on the weatherproof mat just inside the door.

      “Another fuckin’ winter in this hellhole,” Kevin said, closing the door, then putting the bar back in place. “How’d we ever end up here in the first place?”

      “What do you mean?” Will asked. “We grew up here.”

      “But why here?” Kevin persisted. “What the hell drew our grandparents to come to Milwaukee, of all places?”

      It was a long, convoluted story, and Kevin had heard it from their parents as often as Will had.

      Their father, Karl, had been born in Germany, but his brother Lucas was born in America. Will and Kevin’s grandparents had immigrated to Wisconsin in the late 1960s, bringing little more than their first-born son with them. Granddad had carried the stigma associated with his father long enough.

      Will and Kevin never knew their great-granddad. He’d been an officer in the German navy during World War II, and though he’d been conscripted and reportedly died in the line of duty, his young wife and their two children had been persecuted after the war.

      Will’s father had always dreamed of finding the place where his grandfather had died, convinced that the records were wrong, that he’d escaped Germany to bring his family to a place they could start over.

      A few years ago, with the help of some computer nerd, their dad thought he had it all figured out and took off for Cuba, for Pete’s sake, along with his brother and cousin, leaving the family high and dry for six months.

      Will had been twenty-three at the time, Kevin was twenty-one, and their little sister, Lena, had been a senior in high school.

      Karl and Lucas Crittenden had never returned from that trip to Cuba, and it was rumored that they’d spent several months there before going to the Gulf Coast of Florida. After that, the two brothers and their two cousins were never heard from again.

      “Did Lou open the bar yet?” Will asked his brother, as he peeled off his coat.

      “Doesn’t seem much point,” Kevin replied. “Only four people have even walked past and they were hunched over and moving fast.”

      Will hung his coat up on a hook by the stockroom’s heavy steel door. The stockroom was small, with the back wall stacked with cases of beer on the shelves of a metal rack, and the inside wall held cases of liquor, mostly brandy and whiskey.

      Lou’s Tavern was a simple bar, for simple, working-class people, and nobody ever ordered fruity cocktails with more than a couple of ingredients. It was a beer, brandy, or whiskey kind of place.

      They had a jukebox that still played vinyl records, two pool tables, and an antique shuffleboard bowling machine that was older than Lou himself.

      The door to the bar in the front swung open and Lou strode into the stockroom. “Good, you’re here.”

      “Bitch of a cold night,” Will said. “Kev was just sayin’ it’s slow.”

      “Like a Wisconsin winter, eh?” Lou grumbled. “Look, one of us three is gonna hafta go home, and I don’t get paid a hourly wage, so me leavin’ don’t save me nothin’.”

      Kevin shrugged. “I’ll go,” he said to Will. “You took one last week.”

      “Not that it matters,” Will said, removing his black apron from a hook and putting it over his head. “It takes both our wages for that crummy apartment.”

      “Thanks, kid,” Lou said to Kevin. “My best to your sis.” Then he turned to Will. “When ya get the door bolted, bring out a case of Miller Lite and two bottles of Korbel, eh?”

      “Breaking out the good stuff?” Will asked, opening the door for Kevin. “I’ll see you tonight, little brother.”

      “If we’re just gonna sit here and drink and watch football,” Lou replied, “then we might as well make the best of it.”

      As Lou turned and headed toward the door to the bar, Will called after him. “Who’s playing?”

      “Carolina at the Niners,” he replied, pushing through the swinging door. “Bor-ring.”

      At the Miller rack, Will grabbed a case and placed it on the work bench, then selected two bottles of Korbel brandy, which wasn’t the best in the world, but it wasn’t cheap either. He placed the bottles on top of the four six-packs so they wouldn’t roll, and as he was about to pick up the case, his phone rang.

      Taking it out of his pocket, Will saw that the number display was just blank. Probably the old brick building blocking the signal.

      He pressed Accept and held the phone to his ear anyway. “Hello?”

      “You don’t know me,” a man’s voice said with a strong “call center” type of accent.

      Will was about to end the call when the man added, “I knew your father and uncle, Karl and Lucas.”

      “Who is this?” Will asked.

      “My name is Manish Gupta,” he replied. “And I can make you rich beyond your dreams.”

      “Yeah, right,” Will retorted. “Look, I’m kinda busy right now. At work. A real job.”

      “Did you know that in 1945 your great-grandfather disappeared with a large quantity of pure gold?”

      Will looked at the screen again. Still blank.

      There’d been stories and rumors about his and Kevin’s great- granddad. Outlandish gossip from the “old country” about great riches stolen from right under Hitler’s nose.

      Will’s father had certainly believed the stories.

      “Where’d you hear that?” Will asked, keeping his voice low.

      Will’s father had told him about how his great-granddad had ended up the captain of a doomed submarine that disappeared in the North Sea. But Dad had always doubted that part of the story.

      “It was what your father and uncle were trying to recover,” the man on the phone said. “When they were both murdered.”

      “Murdered?” Will spat, then lowered his voice again. “My great-grandfather was lost at sea with his crew. What makes you think my father was murdered over it?”

      “Because I was helping him and your uncle to find the gold,” Gupta said, “but someone else got to them first.”

      “Oh yeah?” Will said.

      “The gold’s still out there,” the mysterious voice replied. “Nobody has recovered it yet.”

      “Where did this happen?”

      There was a short pause. “In the Everglades of Florida,” Gupta finally replied. “I’ll call again next week. Perhaps we can meet in person to talk about this.”

      The call ended and Will’s phone returned to its usual lock screen.

      “The Everglades,” he whispered softly. “What the hell did you get into, Dad?”
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        Monday, December 1

        Everglades National Park

      

      

      An early morning mist hung over the dark, tannin-rich water, with just a few wispy tips of sawgrass visible above it, unmoving, as if trapped in a snowbank.

      In the distance, a stand of bald cypress seemed to float on a snowy white cloud, the dozens of cypress knees that I knew would be around it, hidden in the fog.

      The sawgrass usually waved and undulated with the lightest breeze, but there hadn’t been a breath of it when I’d arrived the previous afternoon, and today didn’t look all that promising either.

      It was chilly, but not cold; about what you’d expect for this time of year in South Florida. The air aloft had been cooler, though. So I was wearing jeans and deck shoes in anticipation of getting back up into the clear blue sky.

      From where I stood on Island Hopper’s port float, I could see over the mist in all directions, and the morning sky was cloudless and beckoning. A perfect, dry December day for flying.

      Taking off in a de Havilland Beaver float plane in the middle of the Everglades would necessitate being able to see the water as well as the sky, though. A floating log or dozing gator could make for a bad start to the day.

      I watched as a bald eagle took flight from the high branches of the cypress stand, heading off to the north in search of breakfast. I envied his ability to soar above the fog, but he’d likely have a problem seeing anything in the water through it.

      Although this day had been all planned weeks ago and dreamed of for two years, it was finally happening, and I couldn’t quite believe what I was witnessing.

      The natural beauty of the Everglades was marred by the hulking remains of a World War II-era German U-boat, its conning tower rising above the mist.

      The submarine had lain on the bottom, buried in more than ten feet of mud, for eighty-one years, until Billy Rainwater came across it. Since then, he and Rusty, and occasionally myself and others, had been working on it, replacing wiring, batteries, motors, pumps, and seals, until we were finally able to blow the ballast tanks and raise her to the surface.

      Savannah, Alberto, and I had spent last night aboard the sub, along with Rusty and Sid, our friends Billy and Trish, as well as a tugboat crew, and the ship’s engineer, Herman Gottlieb.

      Herman could read and understand some German, being of German descent, which had been invaluable during the restoration, since all the controls were labeled in German. He was from Mueller Township, a small community in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula just north of Port Inland. He’d been born in the U.P., as had his parents, but his grandparents had immigrated there after the war.

      The accommodation was far from ideal, but every corner of the sub, from the conning tower to the bilges, had been thoroughly scrubbed, dried, primed, and painted.

      The old leather straps on the bunks had been replaced, along with an adequate number of mattresses, all with brand new bedding, so it was moderately comfortable. And by that I mean for a typical submariner who was much shorter than I was.

      Knowing we’d be working late, we’d slept together in one of the tight crew compartments, one person per bunk. It was a little similar to what Rusty, Billy, and I had encountered on a naval warship during our South Pac cruise, when we’d all been stationed together in Okinawa, Japan. In short, it was cramped and claustrophobic.

      But we’d made the best of it, talking late into the night, discussing plans and telling stories of other great finds.

      But this one truly beat them all. An intact, diesel/electric German submarine, right here in South Florida. It’d remained hidden all that time, due to higher waters in the Glades, but two years ago, levels had reached about the lowest Billy had ever seen, exposing the top couple of feet of the conning tower.

      The historical aspect of sleeping aboard an eighty-year-old German submarine wasn’t lost to any of us, especially Herman, whose grandfather had been conscripted into the German navy during World War II.

      We’d been the first people to stay aboard since she’d been driven deep into the Everglades by a relentless tidal surge, which some historians say reached twenty feet.

      The fact that the submarine had been driven across the barrier islands and more than ten miles into the Glades lent credence to the high water the storm surge had produced.

      Roiling water suddenly erupted at the stern of the sub. Then, after a couple of seconds, it stopped.

      But the sub was moving forward.

      Standing on the observation deck of the conning tower, Rusty turned and waved exuberantly, the smile on his face visible to me half a football field away.

      I waved back. “You’re under way!”

      “See you in Whitewater Bay!” he shouted back.

      The sub continued to drift forward and, for the first time since October 19,1944, the U-320 had moved under her own power.

      Not with her original diesel or electric propulsion systems, of course. Rusty had spent a small fortune on replacing the electric motors and batteries.

      We knew the day she’d last moved on her own because she’d been driven inland by the storm surge of the Cuba-Florida Hurricane of 1944, which made landfall on Sanibel Island on that date. There was no other plausible explanation for how a submarine could wind up that far inland.

      Water splashed at the stern again, this time for a few seconds longer, and then it stopped. That was to be it for the U-320 moving under her own power. At least for the next couple of months.

      Replacements for the two diesel engines had been ordered and would arrive in Key West in a couple of months, possibly even before the sub could get there.

      A small tug moved toward the U-320’s bow as the sub emerged from the muck depression that’d been her berth for more than eight decades. It was a small tug, only twenty-four feet, but small was what was needed.

      Its bow contacted the sub, then the tug’s powerful engine revved, causing far more water disturbance than the sub’s twin props as the little tug nudged the U-320’s bow sideways in the newly dug channel.

      Digging the channel hadn’t taken long. Two barge-mounted excavators had worked day and night for over six weeks digging it, beginning the day after the permits were approved.

      They’d created a gouge in the muddy bottom that was twenty feet deep and more than twice that in width, installing markers along the southern edge of the drop-off.

      The new channel extended nearly ten miles toward the coast, but going any further than Whitewater Bay would have to wait until a new lock system could be built to lower the sub the last two or three feet to Big Sandy Creek. The Florida agricultural industry couldn’t allow good freshwater to escape South Florida without using most and polluting the rest, so a series of dikes and locks surrounded what was left of the Glades.

      Once the lock got built, the sub would be moved into it from Whitewater Bay, where it would sit for another undetermined amount of time, while more dredging in the mouth of Big Sandy Creek created enough depth to get the U-320 into the open Gulf of Mexico, where tugs would then take her to Key West to be decommissioned as a warship.

      She still had a deck-mounted anti-aircraft gun forward of the conning tower, though it was frozen in place and covered with rust, rendering it completely inoperable. But the decommissioning process would require its removal, along with any other weapons of war.

      There were no torpedoes on board, which we’d found a little odd, and the tubes had actually been welded shut for some reason. Rusty’s research revealed that the U-320 had been badly damaged in the North Sea, and all but the captain and a handful of officers had abandoned ship.

      The remaining crew had secretly taken the sub to a port for repairs, and she became part of the “rat lines,” transporting several wealthy and high-ranking Nazi officers to South America.

      As she turned, I could no longer see the tug on the other side. Unlike modern subs, which have almost no deck area above water when operating on the surface, U-boats were built more like ships, floating higher in the water, with a raised bow. So it only needed fifteen-and-a-half feet of water.

      The engineers insisted that the channel would begin to fill in with more detritus and mud as soon as the dredging stopped, which was why they’d dredged to twenty feet.

      The River of Grass was slow but powerful, and the bottom was a uniform shallow depth for the most part. In time, this dredging scar would be filled in, as if man had never been there.

      If only the rest of the Glades could be so fortunate.

      Dredging and dike building had started in the late 1800s or early 1900s, depending on whether you were talking about failed attempts or successful ones, but by the mid-1920s, much of what had once been pristine and vibrant wetland habitat had been “reclaimed” for agriculture.

      Just how did one reclaim something that was never theirs?

      Today, thousands of miles of roads, levees, and canals have altered the natural flow of the Everglades, leaving it less than half the size of what it had once been. Polluted water flowed quickly to designated locks in the levees, disgorging thousands of pounds of toxic chemicals into small areas of the Gulf of Mexico and Florida Bay, which caused massive algae blooms, suffocating fish, reefs, and other animals.

      So what was one more ten-mile cut?

      The tailings of the dredging operation had been deposited on the upstream or northern side of the canal, to expedite nature’s ability to level the bottom once more. But I knew it would take a very long time.

      For most rivers, the current is measured in miles per hour. Some great rivers, like the Missouri and Mississippi, flow at three or four miles per hour.

      But in the Glades, water flowed at about half a mile per day—the speed of mud.

      “Did you ever think it would happen?” Savannah asked from the copilot’s seat. “Because I had my doubts.”

      I looked over at her, filming the operation with Billy’s digital camera, excited about what we were witnessing. The camera was Wi-Fi enabled, and she was sharing what she recorded through her phone to Rusty and Billy aboard the sub.

      Having securely strapped the paddleboard to the float, I climbed into the plane. All three of us had used the board to paddle over to the sub and back.

      I propped the door partly open with my foot. “I had my doubts about it moving under its own power,” I replied as we watched. “But I never doubted Rusty’s ability to recover it.”

      Rusty Thurman was a wheeler-dealer and long-time salvage operator, as were his father and grandfather before him, and a whole slew of Conch ancestors before them. He had to maintain a number of licenses to be able to legally do some of the salvage work he did, and some of the hoops the state made him jump through, just to add more in the way of unnecessary fees, were ridiculous.

      In the state of Florida, to legally salvage anything from the bottom, like a sailboat, skiff, or even something small like a refrigerator or chest, whether it was sunk in offshore or inshore waters, Rusty had to have the same fishing license a commercial fisherman would hold, as well as a restricted species endorsement.

      Just in case there was a fish in the boat when he re-floated it.

      But he maintained every license required, and often said he could pay the fees for all of them, plus the gas and labor involved in the recovery, with just one derelict boat, once he fixed it up and sold it.

      Everyone knew Rusty paid a finder’s fee, and local fishermen often provided him with the GPS coordinates of possible sunken boats they’d found on fish finders.

      Surprisingly, dozens of boats disappeared beneath the waves every year in South Florida, and many were just never reported.

      But for this salvage operation, there was a necessary license that Rusty didn’t have—an archeological research permit. He’d quietly obtained one immediately after Billy found the sub.

      “After all this,” Alberto said from the backseat, “I sure hope it doesn’t sink in the bay.”

      Knowing that Whitewater Bay was mostly five or six feet deep, I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Only the part they dredged is deep enough for it,” I said. “If it sinks there, Rusty wouldn’t even get his shoes wet on the observation deck.”
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      Rusty and Billy had waited four months after getting the research permit before reporting the sub as a derelict vessel and applying to the state to recover and remove it.

      The location itself was a huge obstacle, leading to miles of red tape from three different entities. Where the sub had come to rest, back in 1944, had been very close to the boundary area between the national park, the state-owned wetlands that were managed by the Southwest Florida Water Management District, and the land belonging to the Seminole Nation.

      The current GPS location was on water within the Seminole Reservation, which made the initial decision easy. With Billy leading the way, they quickly agreed to have the vessel moved. But Everglades National Park was between the reservation and the Gulf of Mexico, and dredging ten miles through the park took a lot of convincing.

      None of them wanted an eighty-year-old, steel submarine rusting away in the Everglades, but all of them wanted to get their share of public recognition for the discovery and to fight the others for control of who fixed things.

      In the end, Rusty’s long-standing history of successful salvages, coupled with his having all the necessary permits, had won out. If it was to be removed, Rusty was the only one permitted to do it, since he’d been the one who’d filed the initial derelict claim.

      Most laws regarding maritime salvage were written in the days of sailing ships and not much had changed. It was basically finders-keepers, and by declaring the sub as a derelict vessel to the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission, Rusty automatically held the salvage rights, once they deemed it a derelict.

      My daughter Kim, and her husband Marty, both sworn officers and now lieutenants with FWC and having jurisdiction in that area, had done exactly that, and declared the sub a derelict.

      That got the ball rolling… also at the speed of mud.

      “The fog’s lifting,” Alberto said. “We can take off pretty soon.”

      As the sub and tug moved away toward the west, I could see that he was right. More and more of the long, green leaves of sawgrass were appearing as the sun warmed the landscape and the moisture in the air condensed on the leaves to run down to the water.

      “They have ten miles to go,” I said. “And probably won’t reach Whitewater Bay until mid-afternoon. We could be there in just a few minutes.”

      “What time are Jimmy and Naomi meeting us there?” Savannah asked, stopping the recording.

      I looked at my watch. It was 0800.

      “He promised to be there by noon,” I replied, watching the sub and tug disappear around a cypress head.

      “I want to get some high-level video,” she said. “Do we have enough gas to circle around for a little while?”

      I’d filled the tanks before leaving Marathon, and flying due north for just forty-five miles, we’d gone only about one-tenth of the Beaver’s range.

      “We can easily fly around for an hour or so,” I replied. “Once we’re airborne, that is.”

      We didn’t have long to wait as the sun climbed higher into the eastern sky, and the mist subsided even more.

      Finally, I stepped back out onto the float and started pulling up the anchor, dropping the line into the storage compartment of the port float as it came up.

      When I reached the chain, I pulled it up more slowly, shaking it around to get the mud off. I had to dunk the mushroom anchor a few times. It was covered in the rich, black muck. Then I dropped it on top of the rest of the anchor rode and closed the compartment.

      “Ready to take off?” I asked, climbing back in and buckling up.

      “Preflight’s finished through step three,” Savannah said, handing me the laminated card. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

      Island Hopper had sat overnight, and that was plenty long enough to get some oil in the lower combustion chambers. So I turned the engine over with the magnetos off, bumping the starter a quarter revolution at a time, to allow the valves to open and any oil that might have accumulated to drain out.

      Then I turned the magnetos on and cranked it again. The big radial engine started easily and, after a couple of coughs and belches of gray smoke, it evened out, and I turned the Beaver in the direction of the long, clear spot I’d landed on the previous day.

      There was no wind, so we could take off in any direction, but I already knew the safest bet. I taxied in the direction we’d landed from for several hundred yards, then turned the plane completely around to take off on the same stretch of water I’d landed on.

      I knew there weren’t any logs there, but a dozing gator could still be a problem. Fortunately, Island Hopper had her own alligator warning system.

      Her engine.

      “All four wheels are up and locked,” Savannah advised over my headset. “Four blue lights.”

      “Roger that,” I replied, lowering the flaps for takeoff.

      The landing gear built into the Wipaire floats could be retracted into their hulls for water operation or deployed to land on a runway. The indicator lights were simple—green for ground and blue for water.

      I pushed the throttle control forward to takeoff speed, and the engine roared in defiance, waking every sleeping gator for a mile around as the agile bird gathered speed.

      In less than a hundred yards, the floats came up on their stepped hulls, reducing drag, and after another hundred yards, Island Hopper lifted off the water and I pulled back on the yoke and turned in the direction the sub had taken.

      At five hundred feet, I eased back on the throttle, leveling off, and reduced flaps as we continued to gain airspeed.

      The Beaver’s stall speed
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