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For Jacqueline … with love


PROLOGUE

CSS SUMTER, MID-ATLANTIC

December 8, 1861

The gale’s blowing hard northeast. Third straight day. Seas running 25 feet, sometimes greater. Pounding the bows. Loosening the planks, deck beams, knees, sheer clamps, mast partners. With wind screeching in the rigging, the Sumter heaves-to under reefed trysail. Most of the officers and men are locked below beneath canvassed and battened hatches. Waiting.

For deliverance or death.

Almost four bells into the forenoon watch. The captain, Commander Raphael Semmes, sits fully dressed—back to the bulkhead, legs beneath a quilt—braced in his berth, smelling the filth of a hundred men and the sea churning, rising, in the bilge. Listening to the jog, jog, jog of the pumps fighting to keep up. Losing. His ship is sinking under his feet. Just as surely as the USS Brig Somers sank beneath him exactly fifteen years ago today off the coast of Veracruz during the Mexican War.

He’s prisoner to this endless gale, this harbinger of a tropical cyclone creeping closer. Prisoner to the memories of the Somers—half his crew drowned when a great north wind out of nowhere laid her down. These things are enough to make a man bite his lower lip until it bleeds. And he does.

Most Merciful God!

He tastes the sweet, hot blood. Thinks of family struggling back home in Dixie. Thinks of Maude, the Irish selkie lost to all but his heart. Thinks of duty, too. He has sworn to God, Jefferson Davis, himself. He’ll go to the brink of oblivion and back to rend liberty for the Southern States and himself from the Yanks.

Well here we most surely are. In extremis, the brink, Lord.

He scribbles in his journal, the blue ink leaving blots on the vellum with each pitch of the ship. Writing because there is nothing else he can do. Writing to block out the howl of the storm, the memories of the cries of dying men from the Somers. Writing to block out fears that his life has been cursed in some devious, unnatural way since that day when he lost his ship. Writing to take his eyes off the slurry of water swirling over the sole of the great cabin—three inches of brine, sloshing starboard to port, back again. Getting deeper with each jolt of the ship, splashing as it roils against the chart table, settee, his sea boots cast in a corner.

The man’s scratching at the page with his pen, unpacking the story of the Somer’s death by white squall, retelling the catastrophe. Writing of things he has not dared to talk about since he was cleared of negligence by the court martial. He’s sucking more blood from his lower lip when someone knocks on his cabin door.

“Sail up, right close, sir. Off the starboard bow, sir. Bit hard to see in this rain and blow. Could be a Yank gunship,” Kell, the first mate, said, his voice deep with the struggle not to betray alarm.

“Beat to quarters, Luff. Tell the engineer light his furnaces. Get the funnel up. Clear the tompions from the guns. Keep the weather gauge.”

He leaps from his berth, plunges his feet into the soaked sea boots and is surprised by the coldness of the water seeping into his socks. Thinks for some reason of Hamlet on the cusp of vengeance, glory, death. Readiness is all.

• • •

The bark’s a Yank, but not a warship. She’s the Eben Dodge, twelve days out of New Bedford, bound on a whaling voyage to the South Pacific. Battered by the gale, she’s sprung one of her spars and is leaking badly. Her crew has been trying to nurse her to the Azores for repairs.

“I’m sorry,” Semmes holds her captain in a steady gaze after he’s brought over to the Sumter. “But you serve my enemy. You light his munitions factories and oil his guns with the fat of the whales you kill … and now you’ve had a change in plans.”

The whaling captain returns Semmes’ stare across the chart table where they sit in the great cabin, the water on the cabin sole swirling around their feet. He gives a broken, little smile and flicks his right hand into the air as if tossing something away over his shoulder.

“I’m a Quaker,” he says. “This is not my war. What wouldst thou do with me?”

He looks at the grey-bearded Yankee captain, feels the man’s helplessness, misery. The humiliation of a man who knows he’s lost his ship. The decks awash. The cries of the men in the water.

A strange equivocation rises deep in his chest. “What would you do, were you me?”

“I doubt that I could ever be thee. I have not the hunger.”

“What, good sir, is that supposed to mean?”

The whaler looks away to the floor of the great cabin, the seawater swirling around his boots. “The world paints thee as a man consumed with the act of destruction.”

“So say the Yankee newspapers.”

“Aye.”

“They must reckon me a pirate and a villain to preserve their own deluded sense of righteous purpose … to cloak their own dark enterprises.”

The whaler looks truly confused. Where is this leading?

Semmes growls to himself. “Show me the rightness, the innocence, in your chosen occupation, sir. Show me how the Yankee Quaker can send a fleet of ships around the world to kill and butcher the great leviathans to extinction. Show me how you can destroy the very royalty of the seas, and then call yourself a man of peace.”

“It is an honest living. And it brings light to the world.”

“It is an abomination of nature.” Words, insights popping into his head. “Rapacious Yankee greed, to fill the pockets of a few New England potentates with gold got from the blood of gentle and majestic creatures that have no fight with you.”

“But …”

Semmes stands up, fire in his eyes. “Just a moment ago I was feeling sympathy for you and your predicament. Wondering at the toll, the misery, the cost to my crew in our endless endeavors here on these stormy seas.”

“But …”

“Not now, sir. Not now. I see the devil in your work. My duty is clear. My resolve firmer than ever.”

“So thou’st aims to burn my ship?”

“And every one like it … as long as God gives me strength.”

“What god would give power to him who supports the institution of human bondage?”

The Yank’s words sting. Slavery, the old grievance. For a second Semmes feels off balance, steadies himself with a hand thrust down to the chart table. “Come again?”

“Pride goeth before the fall.”

“We’ll see about that, butcher.”

“The tide is turning on your vigilante war.”

“I highly doubt that.”

The Quaker places a copy of The New York Herald on the table, the headline glaring from the page:

FEDERAL ARMADA CAPTURES PORT ROYAL SOUND

He bites his lip until it bleeds again, wonders if he will be a ghost before this struggle ends.

“Read it and weep, captain.”
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LIVERPOOL, ENGLAND
December 14, 1861

Nearly midnight. The bells started clanging from the churches a half hour ago, the din echoing up and down the Mersey. Across the river in Birkenhead, they’re still at it.

Thomas Haines Dudley, the new American consul to England’s most important seaport, doesn’t need one of his spies to tell him that all hell has broken loose. He just needs them to tell him whether this means war. Whether he should catch the first boat to Ireland, and home. Whether the recent news of the Union warship San Jacinto snatching two prominent Confederate commissioners from the English steamer Trent has finally pushed Queen Victoria and Lord Palmerton to join forces with the South against the United States.

His boys—Maguire, Wilding and one he knows only by the code name Federal—will know. So he must get down to a pub on Hackins Hey in Merseyside to find them. As soon as he tells his wife that maybe she should start packing their “escape bags.” As soon as he can get out of his nightshirt.

And into a disguise.

People say that at forty-two he looks like a young Abe Lincoln—big ears, big hands, beard, tall. This may have been a good thing when, as a leading delegate from New Jersey, he was brokering the candidacy of Honest Abe at the Republican Convention a little more than a year ago. But it is definitely not the look for present circumstances. Not in this city of Confederate agents and their hordes of sympathizers. So … first things first. Locate his razor. The beard has to go. Then he needs to dig through the kit Federal gave him, put on the dirty overalls, the wool jacket speckled with sawdust, scarf, tweed flat cap from Donegal. Until he looks the part of an East Irish ship caulker.

• • •

“It’s not quite war,” says Matthew Maguire. He’s a thick-chested man in a bowler, a private detective in the pay of the Yanks, and he’s shoving a pint of ale into Dudley’s hand, “… but it’s just about as bad.”

“The Royal Consort is dead. Just come over the wire, it did.” Federal spits some tobacco on the floor, beckons to his mates with a flick of his head, calling them back from the throng at the bar to a quieter corner of the pub.

He’s a Dublin-born ship framer whose sister in Boston could use a helping hand. An informer who the Yanks have been subsidizing at a rate of two quid a week. In exchange, Federal has been supplying the Americans with a steady flow of barroom gossip about guns and uniforms shipping out of Liverpool to the Confederates, about suspicious building projects at the shipyards.

Dudley feels his brain buzzing. “Prince Albert is dead?”

“Typhoid Fever. Ten o’clock tonight. The queen and England are in mourning.”

“Worse than that,” says Wilding. “The Union has just lost its most powerful friend, Thomas.”

Wilding’s the American vice consul and was acting counsel here in Liverpool before Dudley arrived less than a month ago from New York. Along with Henry Sanford, the American minister to Belgium, he has set up the beginnings of a covert network to spy on Confederate activities here. The Rebs have been in Liverpool since last spring. They are flush with money and in a righteous hurry to contract Liverpool shipyards to build them a Navy.

Dudley hardly needs to be told what Prince Albert’s loss means to the Union. Freeman Morse, the London consul, and Charles Adams, the new American minister to England, briefed Dudley on his arrival. To wit: like most of the citizenry keen on Dixie cotton to keep the motherland’s textile mills churning, England’s prime minister, Lord Palmerton, and foreign minister, Lord Russell, are pro-Southern. They have great influence over Queen Victoria. Her husband, Prince Albert, a cautious pragmatist, has been just about all that was standing in the way of England going over whole-hog for the Reb cause.

“What do we do now?”

“This could mean full speed ahead for the Johnny Rebs,” Wilding said.

“We need to watch their every move,” says Maguire. “I need money to hire more men like Federal … and maybe a couple of tarts.”

Dudley feels his chest tighten, a gulp of ale clogging into a knot beneath his lungs. He’s nearly spent all of the pounds sterling in the little chest that the secretary of state gave him before he left. This job, Lincoln’s thank-you gift for support during the presidential campaign, is turning out to be less than a plum. Or more.

“What’s the news from Fraser’s?”

“I hear they have contracted for two new ships.”

Dudley scowls. The prestigious Liverpool firm of Fraser, Trenholm & Co. seems to be fronting the Confederate’s operations in England and France, bringing to bear its wealth and influence—rooted in plantations, cotton presses, railroads, shipping, hotels—to support the Confederate cause. One of the partners, George Alfred Trenholm, is a good old boy from Charleston.

“Something’s up.”

“Any sign of James Bulloch, yet?” Wilding sucks his cheeks.

“I ain’t heard nothing on the docks.” Federal tosses down the last of his pint, signals the bartender.

“That snake,” says Maguire. “Bulloch’s the last thing we need right now.”

Dudley groans. It’s an acknowledgment. He’s never seen nor met the man. Only knows James Dunwoody Bulloch by reputation—a capable mariner and diplomat. Clever, sociable. A seasoned ship’s captain with fourteen years in the United States naval service and eight years in commercial shipping. Bulloch’s the man Jeff Davis has sent to England to be the architect of the Confederate Navy. But Bulloch vanished from Liverpool back in October.

Word has it that he has run the Federal blockade at Savannah, captaining an English ship called the Fingal, loaded with British Enfield rifles and cutlasses. That even now Bulloch is on his way back to England with a much bigger agenda than blockade running. He aims to build a fleet of cruisers and rams in English shipyards; predator ships to make Raphael Semmes’ Sumter look like nothing more than a pesky mosquito.

“Trust me, Bulloch could be a plague of torment to us,” says Wilding.

“If he sets foot back on English soil, I could arrange for him to have an accident. Maybe for his next ship to sink.” Maguire smiles over the lip of his pint.

“I will warrant no such thing!” Dudley feels his cheeks flush, hears an edge creep into his own voice.

He’s not a man who thinks violence solves anything. He did not come here to Liverpool to start another war for his country by employing murderers and saboteurs. He came here hoping to end conflict, hoping to quash Rebel dreams, hoping to end slavery in America by exposing Confederate treachery to British officials.

“Let me ask you this,” says Maguire. “How many of your American boys died at the Battle of Bull Run? How many more will die if the Confederates launch a fleet in the wake of that rogue Semmes? How many will die on both sides of your conflict before you use whatever it takes to stop the rebellion? Do not the ends justify the means here?”

“Not in my book, sir. Mr. Lincoln’s government will not stoop.”

Maguire wipes the froth from his ale off his bushy mustache, eyes this American with a sad little smile. “Maybe not yet.”
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DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA
Mid-December, 1861

Secretary of the Navy Gideon Welles wipes the snow from his eyebrows, his toupee. Feels the black news he carries freezing his heart. My god, if ever he were the wrong man, in the wrong place, at the wrong time, this is surely the moment, this evening at the executive mansion.

The spruce wreaths on the front doors and windows of the north portico, the tall spruce ablaze with candles in the vestibule, the scent of hot cider and cinnamon wafting through the house, the laughter of the president’s boys, Willie and Tad, chasing a pet rabbit around the on the floor …

These things mock me.

“Gideon. Tarnation, man. You look like Saint Nick … when someone’s gone and cancelled Christmas on him.” The president ushers him into the Red Room. “Take off that snowy thing and go stand there by my fire.”

The big, awkward man hands his wool overcoat to one of the uniformed guards at the door, and moves across the room toward the heat from the fire flaring beneath the mantle. Shakes the snow out of his long white beard onto the hearth apron. It melts into tiny diamonds of water, evaporates.

The president, it seems, has been playing on the floor with his boys and the rabbit. His shoes are off and the knees of his black suit trousers are wrinkled, scuffed. His white shirt tail sticks out around his pants hangers.

“Well?” says Lincoln when the guards close the door, leaving them alone. He circles the divan, parlor chairs, and the oriental carpet in the center of the room. Settles into his huge leather wing-back affair facing the fire and Welles. “Has someone cancelled Christmas?”

The secretary wipes the last of the melting snow from his cheeks, steps back away from the hearth. Closes his eyes, laughs aloud—a brief explosion rising out of his belly before he can stop it. Once again he’s face-to-face with his own absurdity. And the madness of this drama surrounding him.

Good God! The president’s cabinet is a nest of vipers. Treasury Secretary Sal Chase, a free-soiler from Ohio, one of Lincoln’s rivals for the nomination, a bull-necked prize fighter. Si Cameron at War Department, who may well get himself fired any day for passing out lucrative contracts to cronies. Ed Bates, another of Lincoln’s political rivals, is ruling the Attorney General’s office with the autocratic will of Caesar. Bill Seward, chief among Lincoln’s challengers for the Republican presidential nomination last year, now Secretary of State. He keeps upstaging the president in front of the press … or leaving him in the dark on issues of national security to look the fool.

And here I am, the bearer of bad news again. How will my president ever see I may well be his only friend? Me. His older, uglier shadow. The buffoon. Beloved of the political cartoonists.

“Speak to me, Gideon.”

Welles opens his eyes, “I’m so sorry to intrude on your family on such a festive night as this, Mr. President, but …”

“Plain talk is best with me, Gideon. You know that. What’s so plaguing you that it cannot wait until the morrow?”

He reaches slowly for the paper he has folded into the inside breast pocket of his suit jacket. “I received a dispatch today from James Palmer, captain of the USS Iroquois.”

“Do I know him?”

“I don’t think so. He was one of those captains I sent after Raphael Semmes and the Sumter … along with Charles Wilkes and David Porter.”

“Those billy goats again! How the names grate against my soul …”

“Yes sir.” Welles stumbles, settles with a crunching of springs onto the divan. He knows the president’s distress has strong causes.

Porter is the officer who mucked up the re-supply of Fort Sumter last spring when he conspired with Bill Seward to divert his ship the Powhatan from Sumter to the Gulf Coast. Charles Wilkes, captain of the San Jacinto, has now brought the United States to the brink of war with England by seizing the confederate agents Mason and Slidell off the Trent a month ago. A move as counter to international accords as when the British seized sailors off American ships and started the war of 1812.

“What has this Palmer done?”

“It seems, sir, he found Raphael Semmes and the Sumter, middle of last month at the French island of Martinique.”

The president rises on the edge of his seat, stiffens. “Do not tell me he has bumbled us into to a war with France. Do not tell me that, Gideon.”

“Yes, sir. No, sir. He had Semmes boxed in and … well … I think you better read this …” He hands over the dispatch.

• • •

Sir, as I expected, I have to report the escape of the Sumter, to the great dejection of us all, for never were officers and crew more zealous for a capture. At 8 o’clock on the night of the 23rd, the signal was faithfully made us from the shore that the Sumter had slipped southwards. Instantly we were off in pursuit, soon rushing at full speed to the southern end of the bay, but nothing …

“Mr. President …?”

Lincoln seems not to hear him, settles back into his chair. He stares deep into the fire—says nothing, does not move for almost a minute. Then he leaps from his chair, grabs a poker, jabs at the logs, whacks at the fire until a shower of sparks shoot up the flue and out onto the floor.

The president pivots away from the fireplace, knots and unknots the heels of his jaw. “So … we had the varmint … and we lost him. Now what?”

Welles says that the evening papers are running a story. A brig from Maine, the Montmorenci, has got back home. The captain claims he came afoul of Semmes northeast of Antigua just a couple days after Semmes escaped from Palmer. Semmes let the ship go on a bond—twenty thousand to be paid to the Confederacy after a treaty of peace and Southern independence. He did not burn the brig because she was carrying neutral cargo, coal for the English.

“Semmes wanted this ship to get home. Wanted us and the English to see and hear how he respects English sovereignty. He’s angling for legitimacy, sympathy, in the court of public opinion.”

“I don’t know what he was thinking, sir. But, yes, letting that ship go certainly helps the Rebel cause given present circumstances. Given the mess the Trent incident is causing us with her majesty.”

“Where are those two Reb commissioners, Mason and Slidell, now?”

“Prison in Boston.”

“I’m of a mind to release them and apologize to the Queen. Before this thing with England gets out of hand. One war at a time, I say. What do you think?”

He wants to argue against the release, but says, “I hear that England is sending almost eleven thousand more troops to Canada, and massing its fleet.”

“And that rascal Semmes. How can he keep stinging us in new ways, and new places? What next?”

“I fear he may set his sights on the whaling fleet.”

“We can’t fight a war without oil.”

“Precisely.”

“You must catch him, Gideon. And stop the South before they can build a real Navy.”

Welles swallows hard. Wonders whether the Rebs have finished refitting the captured Merrimac as an awesome ironclad, capable of steaming up the Potomac to lead an attack on Washington. Wonders whether Ericsson’s steel-clad floating battery, the one the designer is calling a monitor, perhaps just six weeks from completion in Brooklyn, will ever amount to anything.

“I’m going to need more money, Mr. President.”

“And where will I find it, Gideon?”
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RICHMOND, VIRGINIA
December 18, 1861

Maude Galway fears she’ll burst into tears at any second.

She’s been to these parties every night for more than a week, parties every bit as lavish and bubbly as Rose Greenhow’s soirées back in Washington. The streets and salons of Richmond are a constant festival of Christmas cheer and secessionist optimism. But still Maude feels the tears coming, pooling in the corners of her eyes, blurring her vision. Right here. Right now. In the atrium of Virginia’s beautiful Capitol, designed by the legendary Mr. Jefferson. Right here in the reception line beneath the golden rotunda. Right here in front of President and Mrs. Davis, the luminaries of the Confederate States of America, their Christmas tree glowing with ornaments.

When she catches sight of herself in the large foyer mirror she sees a young woman in the prime of her life. Emerald eyes. Thick, copper hair pinned up on the back of her neck. A delicate pearl necklace. Golden silk evening gown.

But she feels as dark and dead as the pall of coal smoke rising from the chimneys of the Tredegar Iron Works along the James River, clotting over the hovels of workers, the bars, the house of ill-repute in Shockoe Bottom.

“Are you alright, mon ami?” Her escort’s fingers tighten around her own. The dank sweat of her palm seeps into her silk evening glove.

She grits her teeth, tries to bully the tears, the sadness, the worry, back into the dark cove of her heart. Squeezes Jean Claude de Saunier’s right hand, hoping she can tap into his confidence, his majesty.

 In his tricolor chevron of red, white and blue evening coat, he looks regal. He’s a viceroy through his father, a Rothchild by way of his mother. Tall, slender. Almost Raffy’s age, with the manners of a prince, the firm, lighted-footed body of a man who can waltz her all night. It’s a shame that he’s not the man she loves.

“I fear I may have a touch of the grippe,” she says, sees that there are now only five couples ahead of them waiting to be officially greeted by Jefferson Davis and his wife, the youthful Varina Howell Davis. “Just give me strength, Jean Claude.”

“If you feel mal, we should take you home.”

She shakes her head no. Does not want to go back to the town house de Saunier rented on Franklin Street at Linden Square when they arrived here a few weeks ago. She knows that tonight, this reception at the Capitol, is too important to miss. Knows that de Saunier has been frustrated, has been waiting anxiously for a chance to truly connect with the Confederate President. Tonight he’s been told he will have his audience. This is his moment to make more than a first impression. And her night to help, to sparkle, to put aside her guilt over becoming this Frenchman’s mistress, put aside her dark emptiness, her endless worrying about what will become of her dear, sweet Raffy. Tonight she must bloody well buck up and stand by the man at her side. Jesus, Mary and Joseph. He rescued her from that detective Allan Pinkerton, who wished to throw her in the Old Capitol Jail for treason with Rose Greenhow and Betty Duvall. He brought her South to safety. Has given her nothing but kindness and affection.

But her tears will not go away. They will not listen to reason, the demands of the moment.

“You look pale, Maude. I’m taking you home.”

She sees that there are only two couples ahead of them in the official greeting line.

“No,” she pulls back her hand from his—a strange, automatic jerk. Thinks of all that will be lost if she falls to pieces now.

Jean Claude was chargé d’affairs for the French legation in Washington. He’s come here to Richmond on an unofficial mission to pursue French relations with this new government. This new country. These Confederates States of America … who share his cavalier traditions. Who are rich in cotton for the textile mills of France. Who will certainly buy French guns, munitions, uniforms, ships in this fight for independence from the Yankees. If de Saunier can win the confidence of President Davis. Can arrange the subtle details, and help manage the clandestine flow of funds, goods, services, private correspondence.

Possibly de Saunier has ways and means to help keep her Raffy safe … it is because of him and his diplomatic couriers that she has the letter. From French Martinique. The letter Raffy wrote her in November before he attempted his escape from the Federal steam frigate Iroquois. Even now the letter lies tucked against her breast beneath her corset, the final words ringing in her soul: If you still love me, do all and everything that you can to keep yourself safe from harm. Try to get South where you will find friends. When this horrible conflict ends, if I survive, my first act will be to search for you. You are my sun, my moon, the star I steer by. The angel on my shoulder. Fair winds.

Suddenly a gaunt, handsome man is introducing himself to her. Jefferson Davis himself, bowing. And someone has taken her hand again. A woman. Maude blinks to clear her vision, is looking right into the big hazel eyes of Varina Howell Davis.

“Goodness, my dear. You’re crying.” The words soft, sisterly.

“I’m afraid I’ve got something in my eye.”

Madame Davis nods, says there’s something going around. Pink eye or some such thing. She’s been fighting it too. Seems to afflict women for the most part.

“I think our men folk want to talk about international relations for a bit after the caroling tonight. Maybe you would like to come back to the house and meet the newest member of the Davis clan. Master Willie arrived two weeks ago. And we can see what we can do about your pink eye … after I’ve finished nursing the babe.”

“I think I’d like that,” she says. “Very much.” Her words feel instinctive and unfiltered. Raw, right.

Her hostess smiles, gives her a little kiss on the cheek. She’s young, mid-thirties. Dark brown hair pulled back in a bun. Strong nose, pale lips. A wasp waist, high breasts accented by the tight-fitting, red brocade gown. Hardly the figure of a woman who has already borne several children, one just two weeks from her womb. Madame Davis is more like Maude’s saucy Irish friend Fiona, whom she left behind in Washington. Fiona who she suddenly misses with a passion. Fiona who does not judge her for keeping company with this French chevalier … or loving her Raffy beyond all reason. Even though he is a married man.
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CADIZ, SPAIN
January 17, 1862

“They aim to throw us out, Luff.” Raphael Semmes paces the quarterdeck, Lieutenant Kell at his side. “These blockhead Spaniards demand we settle our accounts and put to sea within six hours. Muddy-mettled rascals.”

The commander glares off to starboard at the Spanish gig pulling away from his ship toward the white Moorish buildings of the port. The governor’s aide-de-camp has just served him an ultimatum for breakfast. And he has just told the Spaniard that the governor and the queen may want to reconsider the implications of their precipitous, ungracious demand that he take his ship and disappear.

He bares his teeth. Takes no notice of the bright morning, of the golden haze that lingers like smoke over the Straits of Gibraltar, the twin towers of the cathedral, the distant hills of Andalucía. Only notices that there is just a ripple of wind on the water. Hardly enough to move a child’s paper boat.

“We have no coal.”

“Precisely, Kell. We are evicted post haste. And still, I have no money to buy coal.”

Nor does he have money to pay for the oranges, bananas, beans, rice, beef, and goats he has taken aboard to feed his crew. No money to pay the dockyard for the repairs they made during the last two weeks to stop the ship’s terrible leaks along the keel, around the propeller shaft. No money to pay the Jacks what he owes them. No money for the boys to spend on wine, women, song after more than a month at sea battling the constant winter gales of the North Atlantic. Not surprising the crew is in a pissy mood. Not surprising that he’s had to issue orders for officers to carry loaded weapons when going ashore with the men, orders to shoot anyone who tries to run off.

“Surely the money will come.”

Semmes growls. He wired Bill Yancey, the chief Confederate agent in England, two weeks ago requesting money to pay his bills here in Spain, to continue his hunt for Yankee merchantmen, to make a concentrated assault on Lincoln’s whalers who will homeward bound off the Azores. But he has heard nothing in response.

“I suspect foul play. The Yank consul Eggleston has been playing at all manner of hugger-muggery. The scoundrel has lured off over a dozen of our men, turned the Spanish officials against us.” He doesn’t need to say that by now Eggleston has called in the dogs of war, that probably half the Federal Atlantic fleet is heading for the Straits of Gibraltar to eat him live … as soon as he tries to limp out of this harbor.

“Do you think the Yanks have intercepted telegrams between us and Yancey, got off with a shipment of our money?”

Semmes pretends not to hear. Doesn’t have an answer to the question. But he tells himself that Kell must have it right. The Yanks are to blame for his poverty, his lack of coal, for everything. The South cannot be out of money. The South must have a heap of gold and credit in England. After all, cotton is king. The South is cotton. The king can spend at will, is spending. He has read in the Spanish papers about this ship the Fingal that James Bulloch bought and sailed to Savannah loaded with munitions. Has read about a new Confederate raider the Nashville, which seized and burned a Yankee clipper on the final leg of her journey to France. The Federal’s victory at Port Royal was a setback, but what war doesn’t have its foul tides?

“This too will pass.” He tries to beam his most confident smile at his subordinate. “The South rises, Kell. We did not come this far to end our days as beggars or convicts, did we? We are warriors, and we have our duty.”

Never must his loyal mate, his officers, his men see his fears, his doubt. Never must they know what worries have been rising to the surface when he writes in his journal of late. Never must they imagine how troubled he has been by the news that came a few days ago, news that Lincoln has released the Southern commissioners Mason and Slidell to join their families in England. News of England’s shrinking back from taking up the Confederate cause, from joining the war. Never must they guess how every pretty woman he has seen in the streets and salons of Cadiz makes his heart ache for a West Irish selkie named Maude.

“Prepare the ship for sea, Luff. Ask the engineer if he can scrape together enough coal to let us steam the few hours over to Gibraltar … with the help of sails.”

• • •

Damn you. Just damn you and your two-faced, cowardly little country. This is what he’s thinking as he stands his post on the horseblock and waves away the Spanish gig surging toward the Sumter from the Government House ashore. Waves away the aide-de-camp waving a letter in the air. He knows that after his haranguing the Spanish governor this morning, Spain is finally offering to extend his stay in Cadiz. But by a measly twenty-four hours.

He knows the Spaniards now fear that he may skedaddle without paying his bills. Which is exactly what he is doing. How can he not? Still no telegraph or money has come from Yancey today. His strongbox holds fewer than ten dollars. And, anyway, this country has not treated him with the respect—not to mention the honor—due a warship of a sovereign and belligerent nation. To the devil with Spain, the fair ladies of Spain. The ship’s anchor is already aweigh.

He turns to the port pilot, tells him to take the Sumter to sea. Pronto, hombre. The heavily traveled Straits of Gibraltar lie just ahead. It is a bright, blue afternoon. There are sails on the horizon. He smells blood. Lord willing, it is Yankee blood—and he will have it.

• • •

 The first ship he stops is the Neopolitan, a bark from Kingston, Massachusetts, bound from Sicily to Boston. She has a cargo of fresh and dried fruit … and fifty tons of brimstone—sulphur—the root ingredient for gunpowder. No matter that her master claims the cargo belongs to the Baring Brothers of England. Semmes cares not a fig about the alleged English ownership of the cargo, brimstone is a contraband of war, illegal for a third nation to ship to a belligerent.

In the Sumter’s great cabin, his one-man prize court condemns the ship and her cargo. When his boarding party has taken the crew of the bark prisoner and confiscated drums of figs, cases of raisins and oranges, he orders the ship burned. Here. Within clear sight of that amazing pillar of rock called Gibraltar. Within clear sight of England’s fortress and fleet.

Lieutenant Chapman has the watch as the Neopolitan goes up in flames. It’s late afternoon. The winter sun casts a long shadow of the predator and prey on the nearly calm water. The sun already tending toward red, illuminates the puffy clouds to the west’ard. He stands by the starboard mizzen chains, his long glass trained on the shores of Gibraltar.

“The shore’s crowded with all manner of people,” he says to his captain, who has just joined him at the chains. “I think they have gathered to watch what we do, to watch the Yankee burn.”

“Aye, let them watch.” Semmes twirls the tips of his mustache with both hands.

Let the artists among them sketch the extraordinary spectacle. Let them see what will happen to fleets of ships because England is too cowardly to let us and the Yanks bring our prizes into her harbors. Let them understand by this spectacle that England’s cowardice is emulated by the monarchies and absolute rulers around the world who fear democracy and revolution. Let them realize that I am but a reluctant executioner, an exemplum of their cowardice and failure to force the Yanks to bring this conflict to a swift and equitable conclusion. But though this duty cuts me to the core … I have just begun to burn.

“Permission to speak, sir?”

He eyes the dashing young officer. “As you will. You have the deck.”

“I was thinking that just yonder lies the legendary Cape Trafalgar. That Admiral Nelson sailed here to defeat the French and Spanish. We sail in historic waters. Nelson turned back a greedy empire at this place.”

“And we must labor right much to do the same, son.” says Semmes.

He turns away. Hopes that the lieutenant does not see the sudden spasm besetting his right cheek, does not know that when he thinks of Nelson, he thinks of the brave man’s death here. And the deaths of so many other others. The families and lovers they left behind. Nelson, he has heard, kept a painting of his lover, Lady Emma Hamilton, in the great cabin of HMS Victory.

Another selkie. Another lonely mariner. Another pair of Fortune’s fools.


5
DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA
Late January, 1862

“Stop!” The black man throws himself in front of Gideon Welles’ cab, grabs the bridle of the horse. Jerks horse and conveyance to a halt.

The cabby tries to drive off the man, but the Negro feints, jukes beneath the flicking buggy whip, and charges the cab until he is face-to-face with the Secretary of the Navy. Through an open window, this bearded specter—this bundle in layers of clothes, tattered wool scarf swirled around his head—tosses the red envelope. As if it is a note from his mistress or an announcement of the apocalypse.

“Wait!” Welles’ voice is full of desperation. He has money. He can pay. “Who sent you?”
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