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This novel is dedicated to four friends of mine, 
people who have actually lived their faith, 
saved thousands of lives, 
and made one sad part of the world 
a much better place






Donald D. DeHart




(1935-2006)
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An introductory word with my readers about the Honor Series and this novel




I believe some background on the fictional hero of the Honor Series, Peter Wake, might be helpful for both new and long-time readers. Wake was born just east of Mattapoisett, Massachusetts, on 26 June 1839, to a family in the coastal schooner trade. Going to sea full-time at age sixteen, he worked his way up to command a lumber schooner by twenty-one. In 1863, at the height of the Civil War, Wake became a volunteer officer in the U.S. Navy. His naval career lasted until 1908.




Stationed on the blockade of Floridas coast, he married a Southern girl, Linda Donahue, at Key West in 1864. The couples daughter Useppa was born at Useppa Island, Florida, in 1865; son Sean at Pensacola in 1867. Unlike many volunteer officers, Wake remained in the navy following the war, hoping to make a career out of it.




After serving as a deck officer for sixteen years, he began his intelligence work while observing the War of the Pacific on South Americas west coast in 1879-1881. He then joined the newly formed Office of Naval Intelligence (ONI) in 1882. As one of the few officers who did not graduate from the U.S. Naval Academy, his career path was without major ship commands or fame, and he remained in ONI for the next twenty-six years. Most of his intelligence work was in the clandestine Special Assignments Section (SAS), which worked directly for the Chief of the Bureau of Navigation (parent command of ONI) until 1889. After that he reported direcdy to the office of the assistant secretary of the navy. There has never been any record of the SAS’s existence.




The first six novels of the Honor Series were in the “third person.” But in the 2009 novel, The Honored Dead, a fascinating discovery was described: in 2007, Wake’s collection of memoirs were found inside a one-hundredtwenty-four-year-old ornately engraved trunk, a gift from the emperor of Vietnam to Peter Wake, that was hidden away in the attic of a bungalow on Peacon Lane, in Key West. It was owned by Agnes Whitehead, who had recently died at age ninety-seven. There has been much speculation among Honor Series aficionados about Agnes Whitehead, her relationship to the Wake family, and how she came to possess that special trunk. With each novel after The Honored Dead, another facet of that puzzle is revealed.




The individual accounts in the trunk (more than a dozen were found) were typed by Wake himself in the 1890s and early 1900s, usually a few years after the events within occurred. Each contained an explanatory letter to his naval officer son or Christian missionary daughter. Wake did all this because he wanted his children and their descendants to understand what he endured and accomplished in his career, since the official records on most of it were sequestered in the ONI vault at the State, War, and Navy building, now known as the Eisenhower Executive Office Building. A note in the trunk requested that none of the material be made public by the family until fifty years after the death of his two children, Sean and Useppa. Sean died in 1942 and Useppa in 1947. To my uncertain knowledge, no current direct lineal family heirs are known.




Sean Rork, an Irish-born boatswain in the U.S. Navy and lifelong best friend of Wake, served with him in the naval service until 1908 and shared ownership of Patricio Island, on the lower Gulf coast of Florida. He was eight years older than Peter, and it was for him that Wake named his son.




It must be explained here that Wake was a product of his times, and his descriptions of people and events may not be considered “politically correct” in a modern context. However, he was also remarkably tolerant and culturally astute, and his military and political observations were usually proven accurate. Much of his rather arcane academic knowledge was gained through an international network of intriguing individuals met during his assignments, with whom he kept a lasting correspondence. Few military men of the period had as diverse a selection of intelligence sources as Peter Wake. I have corrected only the most egregious mistakes in Wakes grammar, and kept his spelling for foreign words, though they may be debated by twenty-first-century scholars.




IMPORTANT NOTE: I strongly suggest that after finishing each chapter, readers peruse the chapter’s endnotes at the back of the book, where they will find interesting background details I’ve discovered while researching this project.




Thus, my friends, with the Honor Series, of which Honor Bound is the ninth, we have the unique opportunity to see inside the events and personalities of a critical period of history, through the eyes of a man who was there, and secredy helped make much of it happen.




Onward and upward...




Robert N. Macomber




Twin Palm Cottage




Madacha Island




Florida
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The Preparation


The Saint Francis Inn
 Saint George Street
 Saint Augustine, Florida
 Saturday, 30 June 1888




My nerves were dangerously raw that morning.




It had taken a lot of effort to get to that moment. Lives were in jeopardy, national policies were in the balance, time and treasure had been expended, my reputation was at stake. Such is the way of my profession, immersed in the grayer shade of a deniable but very real war between nations, fought by men in civilian attire, employing tactics usually thought criminal by the more prominent social circles of the Christian world. The fact that I was within my own country, made it all even more peculiar, almost unreal.




A noonday rain shower hadn’t defeated the June heat. It was not heavy enough to cool off the place; its anemic effort just left puddles and a steaming atmosphere. The sort that rapidly saps one’s patience. I sat there in sweat-soaked clothes, watching and waiting, expecting the worst. Thus, I was less than tolerant of the naive—stupid, really—question posed to me by the junior member of my detachment while I was intently occupied in trying to spot any counter-intelligence surveillance, or an assassination attempt, by Spanish government agents.




“What d’ya suppose they 11 do, if they find out about him, sir?” asked Ensign Jefferson, while leaning out the window to the balcony where I sat, ostensibly relaxing with a book. His young face showed genuine concern for a man he’d never met and knew nothing about.




“The same damned thing we’d do, if he was one of ours—only without the prerequisite formalities,” I snapped back as Jefferson recoiled in surprise. Seeing his reaction, I vowed to not lose composure again. It was happening too frequently lately.




Jefferson’s question took me back two years. I didn’t have to suppose what would happen. From my own gruesome memories, I knew precisely what the Spanish would do if they found out about what their man was doing with us. I’d been a prisoner in the very dungeon in Havana, the dreaded Audiencia, where the Spanish interrogated their enemies. I’d met the dead-eyed men who did those interrogations, enjoying their prisoners’ agony. After their work was done, they cleaned ofF and neatly stowed the instruments of their trade on the table beside the victim’s chair—a surgical display immediately visible to the next client who entered the room. The lamp-lit scene in that dungeon, complete with condensation-dripping walls carved from coral rock, was permanently seared in my mind.




No, Jefferson didn’t need to know the mechanics of our informant’s fate if things went badly. Though, if the ensign had actually known the man and his proclivities, I dare say he wouldn’t have cared.




“Ah, there he is,” I said, calmer now. “Get into position, Mr. Jefferson.”




The ensign mumbled “Aye, aye, sir,” and ducked back inside, glad to be away from me. I heard the hallway door close and his heavy frame clumping down the stairs.




From my vantage point on the balcony, I could see the subject of Jefferson’s inquiry coming farther into view. A hundred yards away, an older man—old enough to be my father—approached my position, right on time. If you didn’t know him, and what he was about to do, you’d think him some grandfather making his way through the quaint old town. Clad in a faded black suit from the fashions of Europe forty years earlier, gray hair comically disarrayed by the breeze, he desperately clutched a large brown valise while trudging south on the uneven stone footpath beside Saint George Street. Even at that range, I could sense his anxiety by the cautious gait, his downward gaze.




The disturbed manner indicated he was going about some disagreeable duty, which he most certainly was. A passerby might think it an unpleasant chore for his elderly wife, but they would be wrong. There was no wife. Never had been. I knew what that duty was, for it was my idea. Six months of considerable effort on the part of half a dozen men in three countries had been expended to get that old man to this rendezvous.




So he could betray his king and empire.




Just past the Presbyterian Church, the man stopped to admire a vine of purple flowers cascading over a crumbling whitewashed wall of oyster shells, lime, and sand. I knew he wasn’t the type to appreciate flowers. No, he was taking an opportunity to look around for anyone following him. Slowly he swiveled his head, trying to seem nonchalant. He wasn’t very good at it and hesitated for a moment, staring at the wall. Leaves floated down around him like green snow from a gust of wind through the oak trees canopying the street. He ran his fingers over the exposed shells along the top of the wall. It was a relic from the original Spanish days—the wooden house behind the wall had decomposed a century earlier.




The old man seemed pensive for a moment, and I wondered if he’d had ancestors living in the town back in those terrible days. Or was his mind weighted down with the enormity of the task at hand? Would he place national honor over personal humiliation and worse, and back out at the last minute? The hand stayed on the wall another few seconds, as if somehow communing with it.




There were remnants of a lot of ancient walled courtyards in the area. Some were two or three hundred years old, each one built not for aesthetics but for last-ditch defense. In those days, you did not want to lose the battle. Especially if you were still alive. Prisoners didn’t live long after their capture. Most didn’t want to.




Actually, that concept wasn’t such an antiquated idea, I thought, watching the man glimpse nervously around one more time before resuming his journey. There’d be no niceties observed if he was caught by Colonel Marron’s counter-intelligence operatives. No procedural protection. No opportunity for defense or mitigation. No compassion for his predicament. He’d be dead within hours, after they extracted all he knew about his foreign contact—me. Ah, yes, and that particular bit of information would greatly incense the Spanish imperial authorities in Havana. They already had substantial reason to hate me, but far less than I had against them.




Behind the old man, another figure came into sight, sauntering around the corner of a private entryway onto Saint George Street. Tall and lanky, with salt-and-pepper hair twisted into a sailor’s short tail, he wore a light blue cotton shirt and dark trousers. This second man walked with the confident rolling pace of one who’d spent decades standing on swaying decks. He was a son of Eire named Sean Rork, officially a senior boatswain in the United States Navy, and more particularly, my assistant and dearest friend. A newspaper—that day’s St. Augustine Press—was carried loosely in his right hand.




Well, to be more accurate, the right was his only hand. He’d lost the other to a sniper one August night in ’83, at the Forbidden Purple City, inside the Citadel at Hue, capital of the Empire of Viet Nam. The shooter was trying to kill me, but instead he hit Rork with that lump of lead. Its something he occasionally reminds me of when in need of some libation and lacking sufficient funds. Since that wound, Rorks had a stump just below his left elbow, courtesy of a French naval surgeon. But our friends in the French Navy didn’t stop there. Oh, no, they went on to create a veritable masterpiece of malevolent art.




A carpenters mate fashioned a false hand made of flesh-painted India rubber, carved into an opened fist, the fingers able to grip a bottle, a cutlass, or an oar. It even has fingernails and wrinkles painted on it, and one has to be close, indeed, to discern its true counterfeit nature.




A French gunners mate did the rest. Underneath that apparently benign façade of a rubber left hand is a wickedlooking sailors marline spike, mounted securely on the base of the underlying appliance. The rubber hand fits over it quite nicely, but can be removed in an instant to reveal the device beneath. Beside its nautical uses as a tool, the spike is quite handy in our line of work—quiet, lethal, concealable. Its unveiled appearance is an excellent attention-getter and motivator in dialogues. And, of course, Rork being Rork, the whole contraption is a source of great pride to him. In fact, the mere thought of his spike, and its various uses, makes my friend smile, a sign of that rather dark Gaelic soul lurking within.




The appearance of the newspaper in his right hand was a good sign to me. It meant there was no counter-surveillance by the Spanish government. That we were in Saint Augustine, the oldest city in America, was no guarantee of protection against foreign operatives. The Spanish had intelligence agents all over Key West, Tampa, Jacksonville, New Orleans, and New York. They were, and continue to be, even now in 1896, fully engaged in a dirty little war against rebel Cuban insurgents, most of whom are funded by people in this country. If the Spanish knew, or even had an inkling, of what the old man was delivering to me inside that valise, they most certainly would be following him. If they knew I was involved, my fate would duplicate the old mans.




My second-story balcony jutted out from the south and west walls of the century-old Saint Francis Inn. The inn stands at the southern terminus of Saint George Street, a narrow lane running down from the towns central plaza. It ends at the cross street of Saint Francis. My perch was on the northeast corner of that intersection. The balcony was a perfect platform for observing activity on both streets.




The old man crossed Saint George Street obliquely, his course shaped for the front door of the inn. Leathered creases were visible now on his worried face, as his step quickened. Shielding his eyes from the afternoon sun, he glanced up at me, then quickly looked away when a loud double pop exploded behind him.




Dropping the novel I appeared to be reading—Admiral David Dixon Porter s The Adventures of Harry Marline—I reached inside my coat for the Merwin-Hulbert forty-four-caliber revolver I had at the ready. Following the old man s frightened stare up the street, I saw a wagon straining under a load of turpentine barrels. The driver was snapping a whip into a pair of mules. Its crack made a sound exactly like the report of a small-caliber revolver.




Rork was already partially behind the trunk of an oak, his back to me, facing the wagon. That good right hand of his had dropped the newspaper and was inside the right trouser pocket, no doubt gripping his navy-issued Colt. He turned and nodded toward me before retrieving the newspaper and resuming his walk. I allowed myself to breathe again, stowed my pistol, and picked up the book.




Admiral Porter came to mind. He had approved this mission, but I doubted whether his superior, the secretary of the navy—or his superior—knew of it. Porter was quite good at that sort of thing. Devious might be a more apt descriptor of his machinations. In unguarded moments, he called it “executive protection, from their tendencies toward idiocy.”




Porter was a legend in those days. Some said he was arrogant, especially when faced with dissenting views, but no one denied his power. And not a soul on Capitol Hill, or over in the Presidential Mansion, crossed him. The irascible seventy-five-year-old had been the senior admiral commanding the United States Navy for almost two decades. Porter had seen a lot of secretaries of the navy and presidents come and go, and he knew where all the political bones were buried.




In the last few years he’d even had the leisure to apply himself to his long-submerged passion, writing books about the navy. Porter had already penned eight books—naval histories and novels—and was pretty good at it, though I thought some of his reminiscences on the late Southern rebellion were a bit selfserving. His sales were assured, of course. Every naval officer on active duty prominently displayed copies of Porters books, for the obvious reasons. I myself found them valuable for doorstops, chart weights, and as an accoutrement for surveillance. But, just like the others, I admit to having his Naval History of the Civil War on my desk at the Office of Naval Intelligence.




My mind returned to the situation at hand. I watched the informant enter the Saint Francis Inn’s garden courtyard. Seconds later, Rork followed him in from the street. Ensign Jefferson and Lieutenant Singer were in their positions at separate tables in the courtyard, scanning for any strangers. Their duty was to prevent interference, by force if need be. After a final check of the streets, I vacated the balcony, went into my room, and made a last-minute survey of our preparations. All was ready.




The two chairs and a coffee table were arranged just inside the west window. In the southwest corner, behind my chair, stood a table, atop which were two potted geraniums. Between them was a new Kodak box camera—precisely six feet, six inches away from the chair across from mine. Maximum effective range for this scenario. The camera’s lens was aimed exactly at the far chair, which would be the informant’s. At that moment of the day, a shaft of sunlight focused on the chair as if one of Mr. Edisons electric searchlights had been trained upon it.




Draped over a table in the background of the Spaniard s chair was a vividly new American flag, surrounded by red, white, and blue flowers. It was displayed artfully as a patriotic commemoration of the upcoming one hundred and twelfth anniversary of our nation s declaration of independence, to be celebrated in five days. It was also nicely within the view of the camera. I wanted there to be no doubt as to the location of the transaction.




A new-fangled photographic device, the Kodak is an amazing implement, a true wonder of our age. The thing can record one hundred pictures on a length of papered film rolled up inside the boxlike apparatus. It requires no tripod and hood, no wet plates dripping in chemicals, and no complicated development process.




One simply depresses a button to capture the scene. When you desire to make another photograph, you merely turn a tiny crank to advance a new section of film to the aperture. When you reach the end of the roll, you send the box off to the company in the mail. In a few days they send you the photographs and the box with a new roll of film. No longer is photography the realm of the few. In fact, the designer, an energetic young man named George Eastman, touts it as a camera for the general citizenry and sells his invention for twenty-five dollars each.




I’d met Eastman when he came to Washington a month earlier, in May, to present one of the first of his Kodaks to President Cleveland. Commodore John Grimes Walker, chief of the Bureau of Navigation, and thus of the operations at the Office of Naval Intelligence, was with me at the time. After hearing Eastmans explanation of how the camera worked, the commodore turned to me and quietly said, “Get one of those for us. ONI could use it.”




I did, and now was using it clandestinely for the first time, in a role I’m sure its creator never imagined. To make sure it would work properly, a week earlier I had photographed Rork sitting in that same chair, illuminated solely by the sunlight at the exact moment of its maximum intensity. It had come out a bit darker than optimum, but was recognizable enough for our purposes.




Most importantly, we’d heard just the tiniest click from the trigger button, which had been modified by Eastman before we’d left Washington to make it smoother. He didn’t know the camera was being used for cloak-and-dagger purposes by the intelligence service—Rork told him it was for his elderly grandmother in Boston who lacked the strength to depress the standard button. A shameless lie. Rork’s grandmother died in Ireland thirty years ago.




Everything in the room appeared ready, but my insides were churned up like a bilge in a storm. This scenario was the culmination of dangerous work in Havana, Nassau, and now, Saint Augustine. In five minutes, it would finally be done. The contents of the valise would be in my hands. By the next morning, they would be in a sealed navy envelope guarded by Jefferson and Singer aboard a train heading for the Office of Naval Intelligence in Washington.




In two days, Commodore Walker and Admiral Porter would be reading the material. I would be on a well-deserved annual leave at my island in southern Florida. I should have been contented by the situation, but I wasn’t.




So far, everything was going much too well.
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The Coup de Grâce


The Saint Francis Inn
 Saint George Street
 Saint Augustine, Florida
 Saturday, 30 June 1888




I’d chosen the Saint Francis Inn because it was small and away from the center of town, but close enough to the army barracks on the waterfront two blocks away, if things got deadly. Not that we told the army about any of this. They didn’t need to know, and would only complicate it if they did.




As far as civilians in the area were concerned, by June tourists were gone and there was little other activity. I was lucky the inn was still open this late into the summer. My informant might have been noticed, or even worse, recognized, if he’d stayed at the more aristocratic Ponce de Leon or Alcazar hotels.




He’d done exactly as told, contriving a furlough and trip to New York to see a distant relative and the opera, a passion of his. Taking the Ward Line steamer from Havana to New York, he’d gone ashore at her first port of call in Nassau and there met with one of my network. Then, instead of continuing onward with the Ward ship to Charleston and New York the next morning, he’d quietly boarded the weekly steamer from Nassau to Jacksonville that carried the highly prized roses of New Providence Island to the American market.




It was a journey calculated to deceive any of his compatriots who doubted his reasons for departing Havana, and to facilitate an alert to my operatives if the Spanish had men following him. Neither had evidently occurred. The ruse had worked.




Inside the valise was supposed to be the 1888-89 repair schedule of the Havana naval yard for the Spanish navy’s squadron in the West Indies, along with the naval coal depot reports from Havana and Santiago de Cuba. With it in our possession, we could see dramatic proof of the true state of readiness of our potential enemies, instead of relying on rumor or anecdotal third-hand indicators. Periodic war scares with Spain over the previous fifteen years had engendered the need for such factual intelligence. Rather than basing decisions upon what the press blathered or the diplomats simpered, real knowledge of an adversary’s capabilities is invaluable in planning political responses, or naval actions. The endeavor to obtain such knowledge was judged to be worth the risk.
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Three solemn knocks sounded on my room door—Rork’s signal. I opened it and ushered the two of them inside. Closing the door, Rork remained there, arms folded as he glared ominously at our guest. The Spaniard hesitated, his eyes on Rork’s imposing form, then crossed the room and slowly sat in the chair I indicated.




I kept my voice firm, the volume low, to better set the atmosphere. I wanted him intimidated, not terrified. Intimidated men perform as expected. Terrified men do not.




“Señor Paloma, please enjoy some orange juice after your long journey. This wont take long, and then you’ll be on your way. Did you bring what we discussed?”




Palomas eyes lingered on the American flag arrayed behind him, then quietly answered, “Yes.”




He ignored the pitcher of juice on the table between us and handed over the valise, which I opened, withdrawing three files. Over the next ten minutes, I read each of them twice as he sat there fidgeting. The files confirmed what I’d suspected, but hadn’t been able to prove to my commanders until then.




The Spanish fleet was not in a state of preparation for war. It was, in fact, in dire need of maintenance and replacement of its ships and equipment. The schedule at Havana’s naval arsenal had been prioritized to work on ships in the worst shape, allowing the others to lapse into a state of decrepitude. The marine railway was inadequate to handle anything more than a small gunboat and the floating dry dock was down for repairs. Incredibly, there was no way the Spanish Navy could work on their hulls in the Western Hemisphere.




I noted that the time allocated for repairs on a ship was three times longer than a similar period at one of our naval facilities, suggesting that the Havana base’s tool, iron, and boiler shops were in need of upgrading also. Some of Spain’s ships based in the West Indies were relatively new and powerful, but they, like all modern machines of war, required constant skilled attention to remain ready for battle. According to what I was reading, that attention wasn’t available.




The files on naval coal stocks at both Havana and Santiago de Cuba showed they were too low to fuel the entire squadron simultaneously on a war sortie. No more bituminous or anthracite coal was scheduled to be deposited at either depot for another six months. The loading rate for Havana was only 500 tons a day, for Santiago it was even less, at 100 tons.




This was telling information that no country would want public. But we already knew the approximate coal reserves through another source—I used it as a check on the accuracy of Palomas repair yard data, to ascertain if we were being given false information. We weren’t. Paloma had not been turned into a double agent against us.




All in all, what I held in my hand was an extraordinary intelligence coup.




I looked up at him and willed my tone to be unimpressed. His English was halting, but he could understand well enough. “This appears to be what was expected. Señor Casas has explained what you are to do next, now that this is delivered to me, correct?”




After a resentful sigh, he mumbled, “Yes.”




I didn’t care if he was upset. I needed to be certain he knew what to do. His life, and far more importantly, the future of the operation, depended on it.




“Then explain it to me.”




He spoke slowly. “This afternoon, I am to take the train north to Jacksonville, just as I took it down to this place. At the station in Jacksonville, I take another to the city of Charleston. There, I take the ... the Atlantic Coast Line train to Richmond, in Virginia. At that place, I take the . . . the Richmond . . . Fredericksburg, and Potomac train to Washington. There, I get on the Pennsylvania Railroad train to New York. I will be in New York on the morning of. . . Tuesday, the third day of July.”




“And Casas advised you what would happen if you did not fulfill your future obligations to me?”




He looked at the floor. “Yes. If I fail to do what is expected, my superiors will know of my . . . personal life.”




“Very good. You understand. And now I will give you your expense money, Señor Paloma. One hundred dollars, as agreed.” I took out a wad of five-dollar greenbacks and laid it on the table.




He looked at it for a time, then put the wad in his pocket, his body slumping as he did so. Paloma was resigned to his fate—assisting the despised norteamericano gringos. Good, it was time to let him know what was coming next.




“In November, you will get Casas a job at the naval arsenal in Havana. It will be a foremans job, with access everywhere. We will be in touch as to exactly how and when.”




He barely moved his head in assent. When he spoke it was a whisper. “You said you would give me my photographs back.”




Paloma fancied himself an artist with the camera, developing his own plates at his home. But his artwork was nothing that would appeal to the public. It was for his own private use. “Yes, I did, Señor Paloma. Here are your photographs. And I want you to count that money in my presence right now—just to show that I have not cheated you.”




The Spaniard brought out the bills and began counting them as I shoved three photographs across to him. In the background, Rork had quietly moved across the room to the corner table behind me. He yawned and stretched his arm out over the table, then coughed just as Paloma finished counting and picked up the photographs.




Money in one hand, photographs in the other, with the American flag in the background—an instantaneous fragment of time that would incriminate the Spaniard beyond any plausible explanation. Rork timed it perfectly. I heard the Kodak click faintly. Preoccupied, the Spaniard didn’t.




He looked at one of the photographs I’d given him, then put them all inside the valise, his hands trembling.




“I am not a bad person, Commander Wake.”




“I never said you were, Señor Paloma. But I doubt whether your superiors would share my tolerance. Mere homosexuality goes against the teachings of the Church. But your sexual preference is sometimes known as a crime against innocence. You might want to destroy those pictures.”




He was shaking, about to cry. A very different deportment from the first time I saw him, arrogantly berating a waiter at the Hotel Inglaterra in Havana for failure to display proper respect to a senior official.




It was time to end this, before he lost all self-control—and ability to function as he was expected. I stood up. “Mr. Rork will escort you to your train. Good luck, Senor Paloma. Until we meet again. Don’t forget to destroy those photographs.”




He lifted himself out of the chair, but the attitude suddenly changed. No longer were his eyes timid. Now they smoldered at me. The old Paloma was emerging. Humiliation had reached its limits. Now he was fighting to retain his dignity, his power.




The rising tone had an edge to it. “I will destroy them, Commander, so you cannot use them against me in the future. And for your information, Fernando is gone, out of my life.”




Obviously, my intimidation needed some reinforcement. I’d anticipated that he would destroy the photographs, of course, and had copies of them made. But I also had something else for him as motivation to continue to assist us. Something with considerably more weight. I’d held it in reserve until now. The moment had come to end Ignacio Paloma’s sudden cockiness and preclude any future notions of double-dealing.




“Oh, yes, we know that Fernando got away from you,” I said pleasantly, lowering the dialogue back down to a conversational level. I didn’t want others in the hotel to hear a row in the room and start asking questions. “Fernando left you a month ago—after you beat him almost to death. A thin litde seventeen-year-old boy, who now has a disfigured face. He had to flee Havana ...” I counted out two seconds and added, “for the safety of America. You wondered where he’d gone to, didn’t you?”




Paloma’s jaw lowered, now realizing we knew far more about him than he’d thought. I let that sink in for a few more seconds, then delivered the coup de grâce.




“But it turns out that poor little Fernando was not the only one, as you originally claimed to me in April. In fact, we have a sworn statement from Pedrito Arena about his love affair with you last year. I understand he was even younger at the time than Fernando is.”




Rork had shifted position to stand beside Paloma, looming over him as I continued. “Señor Paloma, young Pedrito wasn’t appreciative at all of the way you treated him. No, he was very angry, though we made sure to let Pedrito know that he was actually very lucky—you didn’t beat him senseless. And when Pedrito saw a photograph of Fernando’s face after you were done with it, he understood just how fortunate he’d been to escape your wrath.”




From my coat pocket I pulled out the photograph of Fernando and put it on the table in front of Paloma. His eyes grew panicked, then looked away.




I continued. “For such a young boy, Pedrito became very resolute, realizing what a victim he’d become at your hands. Very resolute, indeed, for a fifteen-year-old. His testament included everything you did with him.”




That hit the target. I thought Paloma was going to collapse. Pedrito Arena was the nephew of the social secretary to the Captain General of His Most Catholic Majesty’s Ever Faithful Isle of Cuba—the personal representative of the king of Spain on the island.




“No . . .”




“Oh, yes, Señor Paloma. I think you need to reflect somberly upon your personal deficiencies and resolve upon ending them—if you want to stay alive. Perhaps a confession with your priest would be a good start. No? Well, that’s your choice. But for now, it is time for you to go. And by the way, you should fervently hope that Pedrito Arena does not become even mildly ill, or someone would suspect you have harmed him. You do not want anyone to think that, do you?”




“No.”




I pointed at the door. Rork allowed his heavy left hand to fall on Paloma’s shoulder as I said, “Do what is expected of you. We will be in touch.”




Thus was the manner in which I obtained the Spanish Navy’s most sensitive information about its readiness from the number-two man in charge of their naval repairs in the Americas. The method I employed did not make me feel proud of myself and my profession. The revulsion went beyond the use of blackmail. In the past, I have had to consort with the lower forms of humanity in order to accomplish assignments, but never someone as squalid as Paloma.




After Rork guided the stunned Spaniard out of the room, the sickening photograph of Fernandos face caught my attention. I wondered how long I could play this foul game. Up in Washington, the operation had seemed grim but academic—a perception that quickly disappeared when looking into Palomas evil eyes, knowing what he had done and wondering how many victims there really were.




And so I ended up spiritually weakened at precisely the place and time where my distant past could confront me. Was it God giving me a chance to redeem my self-worth with a life-saving quest?




I will let those who read this account form their own opinions.











[image: chpt_fig_001]


3


God’s Will


Grace Methodist Episcopal Church
 Carrera and Cordoba streets
 St. Augustine, Florida
 Sunday, 1 July 1888




The next day was when my post-mission leave was to begin. IL I’d kept the plan simple and flexible.


After Paloma had headed north to New York, and Jefferson and Singer had departed for Washington, Rork and I would be officially on annual leave for two months and free to enjoy life for a while. On that Monday, some friends of mine were due into St. Augustine on the train from Washington, and all hands would then board the weekly passenger train later that day and head south down the peninsula. It would take all day to reach Punta Gorda, then the next day get to Patricio Island, a little tropical refuge to which Rork and I escape when freed from our naval duties. It is on the lower Gulf coast of Florida, a locale made famous in recent years by Northern sporting fishermen’s fascination with one of our aquatic species.




The object of their interest is the tarpon fish, a bony six-foot-long predatory creature no one actually eats, but which gives a tremendous fight in its efforts to stay alive. It is quite active in those waters in June and July, rolling and jumping among the islands in an ecstasy of eating other fish. My Washington friends wanted to try their hand at this activity and I had invited them down. Unlike Rork, I am not a fisherman, but can row and sail a small boat as well as any, and would act as guide.




Now we had a day to rest before their arrival, but I was unable to do so. I was consumed by worries over how the Havana mission would evolve, and disgust over how it had already developed into using such a repugnant informer. There was nothing more for me to do at the moment, except wait until the next step in the mission, which was planned for early October, three months away. Until then we would not contact Paloma.




Since it was a Sunday morning, Rork, seeing my state of mind, insisted I go to services at a church for some quiet contemplation, or perhaps some inspiration, regarding my work. Or maybe he just wanted some time away from my glum behavior. In any event, my old friend understands my ridiculous idiosyncrasies better than anyone and knew I would further descend into melancholia without an infusion of positive morale.




“Peter, methinks ye’re needin’ to reprovision that heretical soul o’ yours,” he said. “So get thee to a church.”




Well, that made sense to me, and so I decided to follow his advice. A professed and sincere Christian, I am not the dogmatically pious sort, but do draw solace from my faith. Of course, Rork, being Irish Catholic, does not step so much as a toe inside a Protestant church, so my attendance would be a solo affair. Should the truth be told, Rork rarely steps into a Catholic church anymore, but in a noble effort to provide leadership by example, he announced that he would go to the Roman Church’s cathedral in the town while I went to my denomination’s sanctuary, the Methodist church.




We would meet afterward, he announced, for a “wee dram o’ rum,” sweetening the idea by graciously offering to buy, a rare event. I reminded him that Saint Johns County, in which we were located, was as dry as a bone on Sundays, so his kind offer would be unfortunately impossible to fulfill. He countered with a sad shrug, as only an Irishman can do, and that sly smile that the ladies adore. He really is incorrigible. And so, the rarity of Rork actually buying me a drink was maintained.




It was sweltering under the sun as we walked up Saint George Street to the central plaza, a treeless commons over which brooded the ancient Spanish cathedral. Along with the surrounding area, it had suffered through a serious fire the year before, but was well on the way to recovery with a magnificent new tower. I bid him farewell and made my way another two and a half blocks up to the new Methodist place on Carrera Street. Opened on New Year’s Day of 1888, it looked as Catholic as the cathedral, a very unusual architecture for heretical Protestants. I later found out why.




It seems that Henry Flagler, the wealthy railroad man, spent the incredible sum of eighty-five thousand dollars building the extraordinary church for the town’s Methodist population in the notable span of less than a year. He insisted its design match that of his newly finished resort, the Ponce de Leon Hotel, which sprawled across several blocks two hundred feet to the south.




The Ponce de Leon is a replica of the palaces of Andalusian Spain. It immediately reminded me of the Alcazar in Sevilla, a place I unfortunately associate to this day with my near death—but that is another story. I will digress enough, however, to explain the reason for the rich man’s munificence. Flagler is not a Methodist and did not do all this from the kindness of his heart toward the teachings of John Wesley.




The Methodists had been worshipping in a simple little wooden affair across King Street from the Ponce de Leons majestic entryway. Some called the structure crude, saying it marred the view for the rather swanky hotel guests who had paid a lot of money to travel to an American version of the Costa del Sol.




Flagler offered to buy the church, but the Methodists had insufficient funds to buy new land in town and build another, so they declined—something he was not used to hearing. Needing that land for an expansion of his properties, he now made the Methodists an offer it was impossible to decline or even ignore. If they would vacate the property he wanted, he would build them a beautiful new church, downtown, that was big enough for the natural expansion of their congregation and ornate enough to be the envy of every flock everywhere. That offer was accepted.




The day I attended, Reverend Charles McLean, a man with a naturally easy smile, preached a sermon from the carved flying pulpit jutting out from a front corner of the sanctuary’s altar space, high above the worshippers. Fanning ourselves in the heat, we heard a message centering on the twenty-third Psalm and the trials and tribulations of mortal life. McLean added a local touch with admonishments to remain steady in the face of yellow fever being reported in Jacksonville, a mere forty miles up the coast. The subject resonated heavily in my heart, for that dreaded curse of a disease had touched my life many times. The good reverend did not dwell on abject fear of that menace, however.




Instead, he concentrated on the ability of Christians to remain calm in the face of adversity, using the strength of their faith and hope to make it through the dark times and emerge in the light of grace. His words imprinted themselves in my memory.




“You do not get immunity from disease or evildoers as a Christian, for disease and evil are all around us and we have to deal with them. Storms and disease and suffering are constant. Human nature is flawed and there are those around us whose behavior is destructive. We cannot ignore all these adversities, we must face them,” he intoned, eerily speaking directly to my personal condition. “But fear not, for you have the certainty that no matter what you face here, you will see a better day, a day where there is no more evil to mar your eternal life. Jesus already took care of that for each of us, a long time ago. So, my beloved, carry on in life and work, and look not to the left or to the right at those dangers and depressions that assail us, but do what you know to be the will of God.”




After the service, my soul “reprovisioned” as Rork put it, I joined the end of the line of people greeting the pastor at the doorway, in order to offer my own heartfelt congratulations on a job well done. Yes, I’d had to deal with the Palomas of the world, but I just may have saved the lives of many men, Spanish, Cuban, and American, by preventing a miscalculation into war. And yes, life was good and getting better. In the morning, I would meet my friends at the train station and be en route to the island. Two months of leave, away from the personalities and politics of Washington—some of which was almost as disgusting as dealing with Paloma. It would be bliss. I might even try my hand at this tarpon fishing phenomenon.




Last to speak to him, I met McLean just inside the shadow of the heavy mahogany doors. He thrust out a hand and a cheerful greeting.




“Hello, sir. I’m Charles McLean. I believe we haven’t had the pleasure of your company in our church before. Hopefully, you can come again, Mr. . . . ?”




“Wake, Peter Wake. I don’t live here, Pastor. I’m just passing through on my way south, down to my home in the islands by Fort Myers.”




“A long journey. Very nice to meet you, Peter. A good namesake, that,” he said with a chuckle. “I presume you’re named after the saint. Sorry you can’t attend more often, but you’re always welcome here whenever you are in town.”




His infectious sincerity got me to regretting there was no church near my island, and that the church I did attend when in Washington did not have a man like this in command.




“Thank you. I enjoyed your message, Pastor. It picked up my spirits, which have been a bit low lately due to some work stress.” I suddenly realized I sounded like some whining simpleton and immediately bucked up my attitude. “But that’s in the past, for I’m on leave now—my first in two years—and I’m looking forward to a couple of months of relaxation.”




Why I babbled on, I have no idea. But I did and thus opened a door I usually keep closed. The pastor inquired what type of work would preclude me from rest for such an extended length of time. Tired of the layers of falsities in my life, I decided to be straightforward. After all, there was no need to be guarded with a preacher.




“I suppose the best explanation is to introduce my self properly, Reverend. Commander Peter Wake, United States Navy.”




He gave me a slight bow of respect.




“Well, well... a navy man. How very interesting! Say, while I have you here, please tell me something, Peter. What do you think of the efficacy of the naval chaplains? Many years ago, I had a friend who applied to that position of service and was refused admittance. Before passing onward to the afterlife recently, he confided to me that the failure to go to sea as a bearer of the word of the Lord was his greatest regret. I think he would have made a good chaplain. But what is your opinion of them? Do they make a difference? Do the sailors care?”




I’ll profess here that I have not been a staunch supporter of most of the chaplains I have known, but must heartily admit that some of them have displayed the right sort of character needed to minister to men of war. Those particular clergymen have earned my respect and that of the sailors, who are a very tough breed to impress. So, since I had the time and he had the interest, I passed along some sea stories of parsons at sea, both good and bad, but concentrating on the good. As I progressed, he asked insightful questions and I answered frankly. We were getting along splendidly and he invited me to a luncheon with his visiting bishop that was to take place in an hour. I accepted, asking if Rork could join us after he did his duty as a Catholic, which was readily granted.




I shared another of my recollections. It was of a chaplain in a boat full of sailors going on liberty ashore in Key West. While standing up in the boat and stridently exhorting against the sin the lads were about to face, the preacher managed to fall overboard. The sailors kept on rowing for shore, later explaining with straight faces that after his fiery exhortation they honestly figured the cleric could walk to shore on top of the water. McLean’s laugh was genuine.




“Yes, I’ve known the same type,” he said, about to close the church’s door.




Outside, the summer sky was filled with a blinding glare so intense that I didn’t see the figure rapidly approaching us. In fact, it was the voice that I first noticed.




It was a voice from my past, so unique, with such vivid memories, that I instantly recognized it.
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Déjà Vu


Grace Methodist Episcopal Church
 Carrera and Cordoba streets 
St. Augustine, Florida 
Sunday, 1 July 1888






“Please wait! Can’t you leave the church open a little bit JL longer?”




I’d first heard that dulcet drawl twenty-four years before, on the middle Gulf coast of Florida during the war, when I’d rescued her family and liberated her slaves. I’d last heard it fifteen years earlier, in ’73, at Sanjuan, on the Spanish island of Puerto Rico. That was when I discovered she’d married one of my former enemies in the war, a man who’d subsequently become a dear friend of mine.




The lady was Cynthia Denaud Saunders. Cynda was the childhood nickname that she still went by. She paused demurely in front of McLean, who was instantaneously captivated by her charm—clergymen are, after all, only male. Seeing his reaction, I smiled. Cynda didn’t even have to try, she just naturally had that effect. I’d seen it happen to other men before. It’d happened to me once. But this time it was different. Still strikingly beautiful, at what I calculated to be forty-three years of age, with a figure that was impossible to ignore, she was dressed differently than I’d ever seen her.




Cynda was clad in somber black bombazine silk from neck to toe. Even her wavy blond hair was gathered up in black mesh. She was obviously in mourning and had a look of despondency in her face—so much so that she did not register my presence, much less my identity.




For my part, I stood there in dumb shock while Reverend McLean recovered enough to reply. “Why yes, of course, madam. The church is always available to those in need. Can I be of assistance to you in some way, madam?”




She was about to cry. I’d seen her do that, too, but this time it looked real.




“Oh, pardon me, sir. My name is Saunders. Cynda Saunders. I wanted to pray, sir. Pray for the soul of my husband and the life of my son.”




Motioning for me to wait, McLean led her to the front pew and withdrew to the rear of the sanctuary to allow her privacy. I didn’t wait and instead headed for Cynda. In the corner, the minister, ignorant of my intentions, looked askance at me as I sat down beside her.




“Cynda, it’s Peter Wake. Is something wrong?”




She turned and noticed me for the first time, her expression transforming from abject distress to joyful surprise. Raising her hands in supplication to the altar, she let out a shriek.




“Thank you, God!”




Well, to say the least, that disconcerted me.




“Cynda, what’s happened?”




Another shriek to heaven. “Thank you, God, for sending my protector!”




This was becoming bizarre. McLean rapidly made his way toward us as I tried again to ascertain her problem, which I was beginning to suspect had a mental component.




“Cynda, please tell me what has happened.”




Her eyes glistened as she spoke. “It’s ordained in heaven. The Lord sent you here to help me, Peter. My husband Jonathan is dead and my son Luke is missing at sea. You can’t help Jonathan, but you can find Luke. They say he is dead and gone, but you will find him, Peter. I know that. You will find him and save him!”




It was too much to assimilate quickly. Jonathan had been a blockade-runner during the war. He had settled with other former Confederates in western Puerto Rico after the South’s surrender. A foe I’d tried to kill during the war, he saved my life from a rabid ex-rebel when I went to assess the ex-Confederate settlement for the U.S. government. We became friends, last seeing each other in San Juan for lunch, years later. That was when I found out Cynda had married him. I hadn’t even realized she’d known him.




“Please calm down, Cynda. What happened to Jonathan?”




“He died at the beginning of the year. Inspecting the sugar cane fields, he just fell down, dead, Peter. They say his heart failed.”




I’d always thought of Jonathan Saunders as a fit and strong man. But then I remembered that he was nine years older than I. The tropics can make a man old beyond his years.




“And you have a son?”




“Yes. Luke. He’s fourteen and the joy of my life, Peter. We have to find him!”




The minister sat down on her other side, listening as she continued her tale.




“Luke wanted to go to sea like his father. Why this strange urge in certain men, I just don’t know. But he kept badgering Jonathan the last couple of years. His father tried to humor him, Peter, and said he could go to sea for a month when he turned fourteen. Just to get a taste—but only for a month, as a cabin boy or steward, or something like that. Of course, Luke remembered his father’s words, and when he turned fourteen in March he turned those same words against me, demanding I honor his father’s promise. Oh, Peter, by then Jonathan wasn’t there anymore. I was weak and I gave in to Luke. I let him go to sea.”




The tears overwhelmed her. I held her hand, trying to steady her nerves.




“How do you know your son’s missing at sea?”




Through wracking sobs she said, “It’s been months since he left on the schooner in April and not a word. I wrote the owner in Philadelphia and his reply said the schooner was reported missing somewhere in the Bahamas, presumed lost in a storm. He wrote that he’d not pay a cent to me for my son’s life. What a wretched thing to tell a mother . . .




“Peter, I never even asked for that type of thing from the horrid man. He thought I wanted money. I only want my son. Then the owner stopped answering my letters.”




“How did Luke get a berth aboard that schooner?”




She was regaining her poise now, trying to help me understand. “Jonathan knew the captain, Frederick Kingston, for years. He’d hauled our molasses and sugar many times. Jonathan and the captain placated Luke with the notion he could sail aboard when he got older. In March, Kingston delivered some supplies to us and told me he had a rich charter party he was to take on a pleasure cruise to the Bahamas. He would take them aboard in Key West.”




She sighed. “Luke wanted to go so badly. Somehow, I thought that a pleasure cruise would be safer for Luke. That he would be exposed to some quality people and after a month, he’d come home to our place in Puerto Rico with some good sea stories. Get it out of his system, I thought. Then he could continue with a normal life.”




Cynda shook her head. “It was those stories he’d heard as a boy. His father, as you well know, told some wild tales from his years at sea. Luke wanted to experience that.”




I smiled while remembering Jonathan’s accounts of his life as a sea captain. He was a good spinner of yarns. But sailors’ sea stories are rarely realistic, omitting the privations and boredom and uncertainty. Naval life is even more difficult. Many a man and boy has gone to sea to learn, far too late, that the life of a sailor is nothing like what they’d heard around the fire on a cold winter’s night.




The reverend asked, “How did you find your way to Saint Augustine, Mrs. Saunders?”




“Trying to get to Washington. I got a steamer to Havana, then a Plant company steamer to Tampa, where I boarded the train to go up north. My plan was to head to Washington,” she turned back to me, “—to find youy Peter. I knew you would help me. You’re the only man I know in the States that can help me find my baby.”




She paused, staring at me with awe. “But I never dreamed you’d be here. The train stopped at Palatka on the St. Johns River—some sort of trouble with the engine—and they brought the passengers here to find lodging for the night while they repair it.”




“You can stay with my wife and me, Mrs. Saunders,” offered McLean.




Cynda never heard him. She was still looking intently at me, unnerving me with those blue eyes I remembered so well. “Did you move to St. Augustine, Peter? Your last letter years ago said you had an island down on the Gulf coast. I almost tried to find that, but you wrote that you were only there when on furlough, so I thought I’d find you at Washington. Didn’t you get my letter? I never got a reply.”




“For the last four months Rork and I have been in transit, Cynda. My private mail hasn’t caught up to me yet.”




“Rork! Is he here too?”




When I nodded in the affirmative, she let go another shriek toward the altar. “Thank you, dear Lord, for sending them both to me in my hour of need!”




McLean tried again. “Madam, my wife and I would like you to stay with us for however long you may be in our area.”




She nodded to him. “Yes, I will. Thank you so much, Pastor.”




Then she turned back to me. There were no more tears, no weakness in the voice. It was the Cynda I’d known, a woman who wasn’t frail or afraid of anything, the female who could turn grown men into devotees with a single glance.




“Luke is not dead. I know that absolutely, Peter, as only a mother can. And Divine guidance has brought you and me together, here in this church. You will help me find him.”




The last wasn’t said as a request, but as an assumption of fact. After what seemed a long time, I heard myself say, “Yes, Cynda. We’ll find him . . .”




Her eyes softened and she slid her hand delicately over mine. “Peter, I must apologize for my self-absorption. I haven’t asked about your current life. You’re not in uniform—have you left the navy? And have you found a lady to share your life? It must be, what, six years since your dearest Linda passed on. And your children! How are Useppa and little Sean?”




So much had changed. “Well, yes, I’m still in Uncle Sam’s Navy, Cynda. In fact, I’ve got twenty-five years in now. I do special assignments, keep pretty busy. Useppa is twenty-three now and headmistress of the school for black children in Key West. Little Sean isn’t so little anymore. He’s at the naval academy and due to graduate in two years.”




Holding the worst until last, I tried to hide the ache inside. “And it’s been seven years now since Linda passed on.”




Those words were so hard to say, even after all that time. “No, there isn’t a special woman in my life. I’ve occasionally gotten to know some nice ladies, but nothing lasted—usually because I had to leave to go somewhere and that angered them. I guess Rork and I are resigned to our fate as bachelors.”




I shook my head in wonderment at my friend. “Although, Sean Rork still never ceases to amaze me. He finds female companionship wherever we go on assignment. That Irish rogue has the gift of attractiveness to your fairer sex. Ladies simply adore him. One told me once that he makes them want to cuddle and protect him. Imagine that, cuddling up with a big brute like him.”




“I can, indeed, Peter. And I imagine they think the same of you, but you probably don’t even notice. You’re not open to them. You can be very distant, Peter Wake. Like your mind is far away. That scares women.”




“Really? Well, I never got that impression. How so?”




She cast me that look I remembered so well. A combination of sultry jest and innocent interest. “Because they know that if your mind is far away, they can’t hold you under their spell. Women don’t like that sort of competition—the kind they can’t see to defeat.”




“Cynda, I don’t think of companionship on adversarial terms.”




It dawned on me that she was free now, as I’d been for seven years. She slowly patted my hand, or was she caressing it? The blue eyes had deepened to indigo in the dark church, and no longer looked so innocent. “I know you don’t, Peter. That’s why women like you. You’re a good decent man, and you deserve to be happy.”




Hearing someone clear his throat, I realized the pastor was still beside us. Reverend McLean sat there, visibly perplexed by the two strangers who’d entered his life on a quiet summer Sunday. I understood his confusion completely. My best laid plans had just crumbled, replaced by a commitment to accomplish what I knew was a daunting, probably impossible, task. With a woman who always made me feel uneasy.
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I never doubted that Rork would support my decision and join the endeavor. Cynda joined us for lunch and explained the situation to him as the preacher and bishop looked on. Rork sounded far more confident than I had when he looked at her and said, “Aye, we’ll find the lad. An’ no worries ’bout that, me dear.”




Over dinner that evening at the parsonage, the chief topic was how to go about the search. It was decided that we would begin at the last place Luke was known to be, Key West, and go on from there by whatever means available. The search would be expensive. I found myself insisting on sharing the cost with Cynda.




Another unpleasant aspect was that the next day my friends from Washington would arrive in Saint Augustine, happily bound for their fishing holiday in southwestern Florida. They were en route already and out of communication. At the station depot, I would have to tell them the grand expedition was cancelled and they should turn around and head north.




Walking back to the Saint Francis Inn later that night in the patter of soft rain, Rork asked, “You’re thinkin’ that poor lad’s dead an’ bleached by now, ain’t ye?”




Remembering the scene when Cynda had poured out her dilemma to McLean and me, I shook my head with misgiving. Rork was right, that’s precisely what I thought, but I couldn’t say those words.




“Not sure. I just know we’re honor bound to find out, Sean.”
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