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Three Years Before
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DiPaolo threw himself to the ground. Rifle shots crashed the air behind him, but they were not yet shooting at him. His feelings were two-fold — fear mainly, but also a deep and terrible sense of failure. He should have seen the ambush coming. 

He still had the Springfield, his training had not permitted him to drop that. He pulled it close and levered a round into the chamber. Most troops hated this weapon. It used black powder and often jammed. The Spanish had better rifles, with smokeless powder — Mausers. Not that it would matter much now, this close. DiPaolo only hoped he would get the chance to use his weapon. He had been on point, leading a twelve man patrol in two files. DiPaolo, as squad leader, volunteered for point. He cursed himself. The squad should have been in line of skirmishers, not in file. He’d made it too easy for the ambush. 

The firing went on behind him. Still on the ground, he turned and began crawling back. After the first volley the shots became more sporadic. At least his men were returning fire. He could easily tell the difference in sound between Springfields and Mausers. A man screamed. 

Obviously, the Spanish had let the point man go without a sign, concealed by thick trees and undergrowth. They knew what they were doing. But DiPaolo should have seen them, should have somehow sensed them or heard their rustling in the brush. He should have fired a shot or yelled a command. He hadn’t seen this coming. He had failed his patrol. 

Several more shots, then they stopped. DiPaolo, hidden now by tall grass, waited. He heard movement, several voices speaking Spanish in low tones. A deep groan. Then they were gone. DiPaolo waited one minute, counting, then rose to his feet. Apparently the enemy had no interest in searching for the point man. 

He moved back down the trail, to the killing field. A wide open spot in the woods, he should have spotted the trap. He found six bodies. It looked like five other men might have escaped, unless they were taken prisoner. One of the bodies had been bayoneted. Wounded but still alive, the Spanish wasted no more bullets on him. 

DiPaolo paused to wipe the sweat from his face. This is what his life had come down to. He looked around at the woods, the bundoc, as the Filipinos called it. One year of law school. Now a failed squad leader in the bundoc of a foreign land.

This was not the life he had planned for himself. Somehow he made it back to his unit without getting lost or killed. He reported to his platoon leader, Lt. Peters. Sergeant Grady stood by taking notes. DiPaolo made his report short and simple. I screwed up. When he’d finished, the lieutenant put him at ease and told him to sit. 

“These things happen in combat, Corporal. Don’t blame yourself. Two men in your patrol made it back. One of them wounded but he’ll recover. I’ll send someone to collect the bodies. You are dismissed, DiPaolo. Go get cleaned up and get something to eat.” He turned and left the tent. 

DiPaolo knew he should feel some kind of relief, that he wouldn’t be court martialed. He felt only numb and confused. How could he eat?”

Grady put away his notebook. He looked at DiPaolo. “Peters didn’t mention the main news of the day. We got a telegraph from headquarters. The Spanish surrendered. That must have happened before you went on patrol, but we didn’t hear about it yet. I guess the Spanish didn’t either.”

DiPaolo stared, trying to grasp what he had just been told. The patrol had been pointless before it started. His mouth felt dry as sandpaper.

Grady said, “We’ll be moving out of the boondocks tomorrow, back to Manila. We all get a rest.”

“A rest,” DiPaolo said. He had not rested in months. 

Grady found some cigarettes, lit one and passed another to DiPaolo. DiPaolo waved it off. Grady gave him a curious look. He said, “I heard you were in school. What’s a guy like you doing in the army?”

DiPaolo shook his head, trying to get his mind back from wherever it had gone. He remembered. He said, “I was in law school but I ran out of money. That Wall Street panic wiped me out. And everybody was talking about a war with Spain on the way. Or at least Hearst was. I was broke and on the street. The army was recruiting. It seemed like a good idea at the time.”

Grady laughed and spit a tobacco particle onto the ground. “You could do worse. Me, I’ve been in ten years, almost. Never missed a meal yet. So you joined up before the war started?”

“So I did. When the declaration came down I was a Pfc. Then I was suddenly part of the cadre. I’d finished training. So they made me corporal and sent me here. I get to see the world.”

Grady laughed. 

DiPaolo made his way to the mess, got a bowl of soup and coffee. He chewed bread and stared at the soup. The two survivors of his squad had already been shipped out, one to the Manila hospital, the other to a different company. He remembered the day he’d raised his right hand and took the oath. His memory of the weeks in training was blurred. It had been hard, but hadn’t required much mental effort. Then came the day when he and his company shipped out from San Francisco to the Philippines. Two weeks at sea. 

The day the ship sailed, someone arranged for a photograph. All the soldiers aboard appeared on deck, some of them climbing the rigging. The ship swarmed with men, like a colony of ants. DiPaolo crowded into the bow. He knew already he didn’t like this ship. The men would be jammed below packed in like salted fish. For two weeks, no fresh air, no bath, eating canned food. Heroes of the war. He turned to a private next to him. “What’s the name of this ship, anyway? Did you see her name when we came aboard?”

The man nodded. “Sure. It’s the S.S. City of Rio de Janeiro.” 

DiPaolo said “I don’t think I’m going to like this ship.”

***
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A MONTH FOLLOWING THE armistice, his enlistment ran out. By then the army had stopped fighting the Spanish and begun battling the Filipinos, who they had come there to liberate. DiPaolo decided not to re-enlist. He took another ship, far less crowded, from Manila back to San Francisco. With his mustering out pay, he found a cheap hotel room. He bought several newspapers and read the ads, looking for a job. He saw one that looked like a long shot, but he had nothing to lose. The next day he put on his only suit and went downtown to apply.

The interviewer looked over his application, then seemed to be sizing up DiPaolo. “Italian, are you? You speaka da lingo?”

DiPaolo cleared his throat, kept a straight face. “I was born in New York. My parents were Italian. I can get along all right with the language.”

“My name’s Connors. Irish. We’re not supposed to get along with Italians, but I try to make exception. It says here you’re a veteran, and you got a year of law school.”

“Yes sir. I never took the bar though.”

Connors grinned. “I’ve got a feeling about you. You sound like the kind we need here. I’ll have to check your references, and you’ll be on probation for awhile. But if you want the job, you start tomorrow.”

DiPaolo, astonished, rose to his feet. “Yes sir! Thank you, Mr. Connors.”

Connors rose to his feet and extended a hand. “Welcome to the Pinkerton Detective Agency.”
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A Disturbance on Deck
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Martino DiPaolo heard the disturbance on deck. Until now the voyage of the S.S. City of Rio de Janeiro had been peaceful and routine, though behind schedule. DiPaolo was checking on the cabin used by his employer, with wife and two children, who were now ashore. The ship was in Honolulu for one day, taking on supplies and a few new passengers. Now a woman was on deck, shouting. DiPaolo decided to go see what it was about.

A couple stood near the gangplank with several trunks on the deck nearby. The lady was small and slender, but her voice might have done credit to a stevedore. A man, obviously her husband, red-faced, appeared the object of her shouts. “No! I will not!”

“But dear, the tickets . . .”

“Damn the tickets! I don’t care if we lose the money! I’m not sailing aboard this ship!”

The husband leaned closer and said something DiPaolo couldn’t hear. Probably trying to reason with her. One of the ship’s junior officers, in impeccable uniform,  stood by trying to look patient. “Madam, if you could moderate your tone? You are disturbing other passengers.”

She ignored him. She stuck out a finger and jabbed it into her husband’s stomach. “I don’t care if you want to stay on this boat, or what you do with the steamer trunks! Get a refund, or not. Stay or leave! This is a hoodoo ship. I’m telling you she’s doomed! I’m not sailing on her!”

The officer rubbed his hands on his trouser legs. “Madam, please . . .” But she had already turned and headed for the gangplank. Her husband, still red-faced, beckoned to a porter and pointed at their luggage.

Di Paolo approached the officer. He remembered him now, Third Officer Holland. “What was the lady’s problem, Mr. Holland?”

Holland shrugged, giving a weak smile. “I think the lady fancies herself some sort of medium or psychic, sir. She took one step aboard, looked around, and declared we’re all doomed.” Holland chuckled. “Claims we’re a bad luck ship. A hoodoo. Just as well she’s not sailing with us. She’d make other passengers nervous.”

“Indeed. I’m sure you’re right. Oh, I see my boss is coming aboard. I’d better help.” He turned and went down the gangplank himself. A hack had just pulled up and DiPaolo’s client, Rounsevelle Wildman, was helping his wife down. The two children followed and Wildman scooped up several wrapped packages. Then he turned and spotted DiPaolo.

“Ah, there you are, Martin. I’m glad you’re here. Perhaps you might help with some of these parcels. As you can see, Letitia was on a spending spree.” Wildman could never quite get DiPaolo’s name right, sometimes calling him Martin Paul. Wildman was rumored to know several languages, but apparently Italian wasn’t one of them.

DiPaolo took several parcels while Letitia carried the younger child, Dorothy, and Wildman managed some other packages. The family’s nurse, Kate Reidy, carried some more in a little wicker perambulator. Rounsevelle Junior trailed behind. Unlike most ten year olds, Junior seemed always trying to be unobserved. DiPaolo noticed two bags of fruits and vegetables. Wildman noticed him looking. “Some fresh fruit! A real treat after weeks at sea. I believe we shall have salad at the captain’s table this evening. Makes you appreciate the small things, don’t it?”

“Indeed, sir.”

After leaving his wife and children along with the packages and the nurse in their cabin, Wildman headed for the bridge, DiPaolo following. Wildman asked, “Everything ship shape in our cabin, Martin?”

“Yes sir. Clean as a whistle, no sign of rats.”

“Glad to hear it. Can’t be too careful, can we? Although we shouldn’t mind a few rodents after living in Hong Kong, eh?” He gave a chuckle. 

“If you say it, sir.” DiPaolo had never lived there. The Pinkerton Detective Agency had no office in that city. Wildman had sent to San Francisco to hire an agent to come to Hong Kong. He had simply said he wanted extra security while traveling to Washington with his family. That sounded reasonable. But DiPaolo had been getting a feeling there was something else going on, something Wildman didn’t want known. Wildman was American Consul General to Hong Kong. He moved in higher diplomatic circles, far out of DiPaolo’s range. Nor did DiPaolo want to join them. 

At the ship’s bridge Wildman asked for Captain Ward. A sailor told him the captain was elsewhere on the ship, he didn’t know where. Wildman turned to DiPaolo. “I want Ward’s assurance we’ll sail on time. It’s urgent I reach Washington as quickly as possible. Well, I suppose I’ll see him at supper this evening.”

DiPaolo said, “High tide is at about nine tomorrow morning. We’ll be sailing then. No point in trying to rush things. Sir.”

Wildman gave a sour grin. “No, I suppose not, Martin. You’re right as usual. Well, then. You won’t be needed for awhile. I’ll be seeing you at Captain’s table.” He waved a hand toward the dock. “Why not go ashore till then? You might do some shopping of your own.”

“No thanks, sir. I’ll remain aboard to keep an eye on things.”

DiPaolo had wondered why Wildman hadn’t asked him to go along with his family ashore in Honolulu. As official bodyguard, that would seem logical. But Wildman had brushed him off, saying he felt safe on land. Which implied he was not safe aboard. DiPaolo shook his head. He decided to take another walk through the ship.

***
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IT HAD BEGUN, FOR DIPAOLO, two months earlier. He had been finishing up some paperwork late in the day when his boss, Dennis Connors, called him to his office. DiPaolo gave an inner groan. Connors was all right for an Irishman, but he could be a real pain. DiPaolo entered at attention and said, “What did I do now, sir?”

Connors grinned and waved at a seat. DiPaolo sat. 

“It’s not like that, Marty. You did a fine job with that City Hall scandal. Only thing is, you’re not exactly popular right now. I’ve been thinking of a way to reward you while getting you out of sight for awhile. How would you like a vacation? A sea voyage?”

DiPaolo, mystified, shook his head. Connors picked up a letter from his desk, waving it as if swatting a fly.

“I received this the other day from the main office. They want us to handle it since we’re closest. It’s unusual, but it’s legit. We checked.”

“Legit as in not crooked? What is it, sir?”

“Ever hear of Rounsevelle Wildman? The diplomat?”

“The name’s familiar. But I don’t pay much attention to politics. Remind me.”

“A rising star in the Republican Party. I’m told he’s actually smart, well informed and a hard worker. Unlike many another in the Consular Service. He was Consul to Malaya for awhile. Also in Germany. Right now he’s Consul General in Hong Kong. Not just Consul, but Consul General. And he’s only thirty-six.”

“Go on.” DiPaolo was looking at a small photograph Connors has shoved across the desk. It showed the head of a dapper looking young man with a fine handlebar.

“Rounsevelle was considered as a possible candidate for Vice President. Roosevelt got it instead, but Rounsevelle is still popular with McKinley. Now he wants to travel to Washington for the second inaugural in February. That’s where you come in.”

“I come in where, sir?”

Connors pulled open a desk drawer, pulled out an envelope, and tossed the contents onto his desk. “Steamship tickets. You leave on Friday. To Hong Kong round trip. You’re due back in February.”

DiPaolo had mixed feelings. As Connors had said, this job was a vacation. Not much investigating to do, just sail to Hong Kong and back while guarding an important diplomat, all expenses paid. Except that he hated traveling by ship. It meant weeks at sea, confined to a metal tub about two hundred feet long and maybe forty wide. It meant being crammed in with perhaps three hundred people he didn’t know, and the food was usually bad if not poisonous. With rarely a hot bath. And then there was seasickness. Well, at least no one would be shooting at him, like in the Spanish war. He hoped not.

So DiPaolo had spent nearly a month at sea getting to Hong Kong, then eight days ashore, then back to sea. He’d found Wildman to be tight-lipped, not volunteering much explanation. That was all right with DiPaolo. But he couldn’t help wondering. Wildman had spent an entire hour reading through the resume DiPaolo had brought with him. When he’d finished, he looked up and nodded. “Good. I see you have an excellent record.”

DiPaolo attempted conversation. “Before leaving the States I was able to collect a few back issues of the Overland Monthly. I read all your articles. I found them entertaining and enlightening, sir.”

Wildman nodded with a faint smile. “Thank you, Mr. Paul. I am always happy to be appreciated.”

“I specially liked your travelogues. The description of Singapore, for instance. It sounds much like San Francisco, what with all the different kinds of people, Eastern and Western.” 

“Indeed. Two of my most favorite cities, as you might guess.”

When it came time to sail, DiPaolo was taken aback when he learned what vessel they would board. He examined the boarding pass Wildman had just handed him. “The Rio de Janeiro. I sailed on her once before.”

“Really. How is that? A holiday at sea, was it?”

“Not quite, sir. It was when they evacuated us from the Phillipines at the end of hostilities. She was jam packed with soldiers. I was never happier to sight land again.”

Wildman chuckled. “Well, let’s hope the passenger list is a bit shorter this trip. By the way, we’ll have a great many Chinese aboard, I’m told. I hope that doesn’t bother you.”

“No sir. I get along better with Chinamen than I do with Irishmen.”
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The Rio at Sea
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The Rio set sail from Honolulu on a Monday. DiPaolo skipped breakfast with Wildman so he could watch from the railing. This was the third time he’d seen the procedure of casting off. The Pacific Mail S.S. Rio de Janeiro had several ports of call. After departing Hong Kong, she had called at Shanghai, then Yokohama. At each port mail was transferred, passengers boarded and departed. DiPaolo supposed Wildman had chosen this ship because she was an early sailing, though maybe not the fastest. Crossing the Pacific in winter wasn’t always an easy trip. But so far they had avoided major blows.

DiPaolo remained on deck until the Honolulu pilot boat dropped astern, then went to the first class saloon to find some breakfast. On the way he met Third Officer Holland, who had been at the disturbance the day before. Holland tipped his cap. “Everything in order, sir?”

“As far as I can see. But you would know better than I. Any more problems with skittish passengers?”

“No indeed, Mr. Paul. Our passengers are usually content. A peaceable kingdom, you might say. Hardly ever a squabble.”

DiPaolo said, “I notice nearly all your crew members are Chinese, and all the officers are white. How do you manage?”

Holland shrugged and grinned. “We manage, sir. Sometimes by sign language. But some of the Chinamen talk pretty good English. About the only time there’s trouble is when some of them get to gambling with the Chinee steerage passengers. Then they can get loud. But I think it’s all in fun. Nobody’s ever been stabbed yet.”

“Good to hear it. Have a good day, Mr. Holland.”

“And you, Mr. Paul.”

DiPaolo took a table in the saloon and settled down with coffee, toast, and a copy of the latest Hawaii newspapers. They seemed to be taken up largely with reports and opinions about politics in general, especially about what McKinley might be planning next.

“May I join you?” DiPaolo looked up to see a Chinese man by his table. He knew him by sight, but had never spoken with him. DiPaolo knew he was a minor official in the American Consulate. A translator among other things.

“Please do, Mr. Kwanyin. I am pleased to see you.”

The man pulled out a chair and sat. He was impeccably dressed in morning clothes, perhaps about forty, and obviously fit, judging by how he moved. He said, grinning, “You have my name correct. Many Westerners want to call me Mr. Luk.”

“Of course your surname is Kwanyin. An unusual name, if I may say so.”

“Indeed.” He spoke with a marked British accent. “I’m not sure how our family got the name, truth to tell. Kwanyin is a traditional goddess. Of course I’m a Christian. Or I pretend to be.” He winked.

“And I usually pretend I’m Catholic. You will be attending the President’s inaugural then?”

“Perhaps. I’m really with Mr. Wildman’s entourage because he wants me to meet with the Chinese consulate in San Francisco. I also act as his personal secretary. But that is not why I wanted to see you.”

DiPaolo took a sip of coffee, wondering why in fact Kwanyin was speaking with him. It wasn’t the first time on this trip he’d got the feeling there was something going on he didn’t know about. Without answering, he gestured for Kwanyin to continue. The man bent forward, steepling his hands.

“You have been hired, I understand, as a family bodyguard.”

“You understand correctly. But I’m not sure what I guard against.”

Kwanyin nodded. “You overheard that lady on deck yesterday, calling this a hoodoo ship.”

“I did.”

“I’m told you sailed on this vessel once before. But you may not have heard her history. This is getting to be an old boat. She was built in the 1870’s.”

“1878, I believe.”

“Yes. She had a number of minor accidents and engine trouble. Then, in 1893, the Consul General for Shanghai was aboard, headed for the States. He had what they called a nervous breakdown. He began raving and becoming violent. They restrained him in manacles. He continued to rave, and died before reaching shore. Then in 1896, the Rio ran out of coal on her way to Hawaii. The crew had to burn her topmasts and deck house to reach port. There have been other lesser incidents.”

DiPaolo said, “Then in 1898 the Government leased her to ferry us soldiers over to the Philippines. We had no problems I know about, but I hated the trip. We were packed in like sardines. What does this have to do with Mr. Wildman?”

Kwanyin spread his hands wide. “Probably nothing, Mr. Di Paolo, except you may call me superstitious. I have had a bad feeling about this voyage. Like that hoodoo woman yesterday. The fact is, I don’t think Wildman has fully confided in me. In fact we don’t often speak, though I’m supposedly his personal secretary. I think he is worried about some harm perhaps coming to himself or family aboard this ship. I suspect it has something to do with politics. He is specially anxious to reach Washington before the inaugural.”

DiPaolo drained his coffee cup and began folding his newspapers. “Thanks for telling me this. I must agree with you. I also have a bad feeling about this voyage. If I figure out why, I will be sure to tell you, Mr. Kwanyin.”

Kwanyin said, “The reason Consul Wildman did not ask you to accompany him and his family ashore is simple. He believes that if there is someone aboard this ship who wishes him harm, they would not attempt anything in town, with many people around and in daylight. He thought it best for you to remain aboard and mind his staterooms. Of course, in the end, there may be nothing to these fears.” Kwanyin arose and replaced his chair.  “Please call me Luk.”

“And call me Martino. Good luck, Luk.”

***
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HE FOUND WILDMAN ON the quarter deck, not far from the first class cabins. He was taking his usual constitutional, pacing the deck in circles. Since the ship was less than four hundred feet long, this wasn’t much of a walk. Better than nothing, DiPaolo guessed. He caught up with Wildman.

“Sir. If I may?”

Wildman kept walking. “Yes, Martin? Is everything all right?”

“I don’t know, sir. Is it?” He was feeling annoyed.

Wildman gave him a sharp glance. “Is there a problem?”

“That’s what I’d like to know. Why did you hire me, Mr. Wildman?”

“I’m not sure of your meaning.”

DiPaolo kept pace with Wildman’s fast stride. “You said you wanted a bodyguard, one you could trust. But you didn’t need me when you went ashore. Which tells me you’re worried about someone aboard this ship. I need to know who it is.”

Abruptly Wildman stopped pacing. He motioned for DiPaolo to follow him to the rail. There he spoke in low tones. “I wish I knew who it is, Martin. But you’re right, I have failed to confide in you. I only wish I could tell you more. You may find my fears vague and unjustified. The fact is, I received a warning before leaving Hong Kong. It came from the British intelligence service. They have information they believe to be credible, about a supposed secret society.” Wildman stopped, looking out to sea. He pulled a pipe and tobacco pouch from an inner pocket and began stuffing the pipe. DiPaolo waited.

Wildman glanced at him, as if checking to see he was listening. “It seems there is some kind of anarchist society. Don’t ask me what kind. There are dozens of splinter groups of socialists, communists, anarchists and syndicates. Many of the splinter groups have their own splinters. As long as they keep squabbling among themselves they will never come to power. Be that as it may, there seems to be one group among them that has it in for our President in particular.”
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