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			Dedication


			This novel is dedicated to


			 Nancy Ann Glickman 


			 who taught me about the stars in the Heavens above


			the creatures of the skies around


			and most importantly—


			how to live gently 


			from RNM 


			Space Cadet & Junior Birdman


		


		

			“A people’s voice is dangerous when charged with wrath.”


			Aechylus, Agamemnon, 458 b.c.
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			An Opening Word with the Reader about this Novel


			After the first six novels in the Honor Series won literary awards, critical acclaim, and readership around the world, fans of Peter Wake got a surprise in the seventh book, The Honored Dead. It, and the rest of the series, is a first-person narrative by Wake himself, the manuscripts having been found several years ago in an attic in Key West. For the details of that discovery, read The Honored Dead.


			By 1886, Peter Wake’s forty-seven years of life, and various wounds received on three continents, were catching up with him physically, but he dared not slack off or rest for too long. His position at the Office of Naval Intelligence (ONI) was not secure in the least. Politics, an anathema to Wake, was rampant in the Navy and in Washington, and ONI was no exception. Within the Navy’s officer corps, some misunderstood Wake’s intelligence duties; many derided his lack of formal naval academy education; and quite a few were jealous of those exotic foreign medals on his chest. Among the capital’s politicians, he was known for honesty and a tendency toward innovation in the field—dangerous qualities, to say the least.


			In addition to these liabilities, at this point in the story our man still has a long way to go in his profession, for nineteenth-century naval officers expected to serve forty or fifty years before collecting enough pension to live decently in retirement. So Peter Wake, and his old friend Sean Rork, are still doing their best and facing whatever comes their way, but it’s not getting any easier.


			I have edited Wake’s more egregious grammatical errors but kept his cultural observations, even though some may be considered politically incorrect to us in the twenty-first century. I strongly suggest that after reading each chapter, you peruse the endnotes for that chapter, for I’ve discovered some interesting background on the people, places, and events Wake encountered during this mission.


			So, dear reader, welcome to the world of 1886 revolutionary Cuba, and her neighbor, Florida, as seen by a veteran intelligence agent who thought he knew his way around Havana, Key West, and Tampa. Perhaps you, too, will be surprised by whom you meet and what you learn in this book.


			Onward and upward,


			Bob Macomber


			Serenity Bungalow


			Matlacha Island


			Florida


		


		

		


	




	

		

			Lieutenant (J. G.) Sean Wake, U.S.N.


			Assistant Gunnery Officer


			U.S.S. Chicago


			North Atlantic Squadron


			21 May 1895


			Dear Son,


			For years, I’ve been reluctant to write down what exactly happened in the mission that evolved out of my visit to New York City in January of ’86. The story is at odds with certain commonly held notions of our modern day regarding Cuba. And even now, nine years later, this account may well anger influential people in Washington, Madrid, and Havana. They have the ability to wreak retribution upon me and, by extension, upon you. However, the truth of what really occurred needs to be told. Parts of it may shock you, but I want you to learn from it. Someday, you may face the kind of decisions I faced.


			Curiously, it all began with the confluence of three random and benign incidents.


			First, a record-defying blizzard raced into New York that January weekend. The very air froze men’s beards in minutes. Treacherous weather often forces dissimilar people closer to the fireplace, and each other. It heightens a propensity for conspiracy.


			Next, that Saturday evening I dined with the political elite in Manhattan, where a strident young achiever named Theodore Roosevelt entered my life. Lastly, stopping for lunch at a Brooklyn tavern on Sunday, by chance I encountered a thoughtful Cuban writer, José Martí. The brash American politico, a quiet Cuban intellectual, and this jaded naval intelligence officer—we were an unlikely trio, thrown together by fate. You’ve known for years that we are all friends. Now you will know how and why.


			The most immediate result of those frigid New York hours was my subsequent journey to tropical Key West and Havana. There I met some very sinister fellows trying to eliminate a new threat to the status quo. Unfortunately, that turned out to be me.


			I soon realized that death would be the least of my problems, however, for the dark forces at work had targeted something far more precious to me than my life. That cold-blooded menace is still out there, waiting for its moment of revenge for what I did nine years ago. To be clear, I do not regret doing it, for it needed to be done. But I have no pride in the deed, either. And so, as this narrative unfolds, I think you will understand my hesitation to make any of it known. That hesitation vanished an hour ago.


			Today is the twenty-first day of May, 1895. The entire equation has changed, for I just received a devastating message. José Martí was killed two days ago, leading patriots in battle at Dos Ríos, in eastern Cuba.


			My dear friend, the poetic voice of Cuba, and of liberty everywhere, is gone forever.


			Now, this tale of the beginning of my friendship with José will be told. It must be told. It is sometimes said that the truth is the highest form of honor. We shall see.


			With love from your father,


			Peter Wake


			Commander, U.S.N.


			Special Assignments Section


			Office of Naval Intelligence


			Bureau of Navigation


			United States Naval Headquarters


			Washington, D.C.
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			Lobster à la Newberg
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			Saturday, 9 January 1886


			Charles Delmonico’s Restaurant


			Twenty-sixth Street & Fifth Avenue


			New York City


			When that Saturday evening began, my nerves were already in a state of irritation. I was expected to be in the presence of slick-tongued politicos in, of all places, New York City in winter. My disposition was even more out of sorts from the further expectation that I was actually supposed to befriend them, a prospect I found revolting. Like most military and naval officers, I felt politicians were but one short step up from the criminal shysters of the alleys. More than a few were far worse.


			Nevertheless, I was requested to go—that means ordered if you’re in the naval service—by none other than the senior admiral commanding the United States Navy, the venerable David Dixon Porter. In 1886 he was seventy-three, displaying a flowing gray and white beard Moses would envy, but he hadn’t slowed down, not one bit. D. D. Porter still ruled the navy with an iron hand. One did not argue with Admiral Porter.


			“Commander Wake, you are in charge of this effort. Millions in congressionally approved budgets are at stake, just as the navy is finally modernizing, and it is extremely important,” Porter informed Commander Bowman McCalla and me, “to show the gentlemen in New York City that the navy is not only worth the expenditure, but that such a commitment is vital to the nation’s foreign policy and relations.”


			Porter glanced over at my immediate boss, bureau chief Commodore John G. Walker, and the intelligence division’s hard-working coordinator-in-chief, Lieutenant Raymond P. Rodgers, then continued his lecture. “The chairman of the House Committee on Naval Affairs, Congressman Herbert of Alabama, is on our side, due to the particular efforts of Lieutenant Rodgers here. But we need others with influence, especially those men in the northeast, to join the cause.”


			Porter’s pale eyes bored into mine. “I think you, Peter, and you, Bowman, are the men for the job. Thus, gentlemen, you get to go and be friendly and informative.”


			Even as we chorused, “Aye, aye, sir,” Bo and I thought that pretty speech all bilge water, to put it mildly. In the passageway after leaving Porter’s office, I quietly grumbled that this was just one more damned burden for overworked naval officers to bear, and wondered why the great admiral didn’t do the deed himself, or get one of the society types in the navy to do it. There were several who came to mind, none pleasantly.


			After years of survival at naval headquarters in Washington, I know that sometimes it’s not what men of power say that is important. It’s what they don’t say. The admiral didn’t mention that the folks we were to meet in New York were Republicans, though I figured it out instantly. In New York and New England, the Republicans had enormous sway, especially the young up-and-coming types.


			I also knew that Lieutenant Rodgers was a master at dealing with politicos. It came naturally, for it appeared that he had no other choice but to be a naval officer, well-attuned to the egos of the capital. Son of a famous admiral, grandson of a commodore, nephew of two other famous commodores, with naval officer cousins and younger brother, Ray had been brought up in Washington, D.C., immersed in the political culture of the navy and that city. Even with all of that on his side, I understood that Rodgers, whom I liked for his enthusiasm and respected for his ability, couldn’t go to New York for that dinner.


			No, there were some who thought he’d already burned bridges with the Republicans by supplying damaging information about them to Chairman of the House Committee on Naval Affairs Hilary Abner Herbert, a former Confederate general and devout Democrat, who had no love lost for anyone of the Grand Old Party. Rodgers’ information detailed mismanagement of the navy during the previous Republican administrations. But what was young Rodgers to do? He was merely honest, and told Herbert the facts. Thus, it was I who was sent, with my friend McCalla, to New York to converse with the Republicans.


			***


			Bo and I, huddled in our boat cloaks against the arctic air blasting down Fifth Avenue, entered the most legendary eatery in the city, Charles Delmonico’s high-society place by Madison Square. January ninth was the date, the third day of that bone-freezing blizzard.


			We passed through the first-floor public dining room, where upper-class swells and their bejeweled ladies mingled amidst a décor of simplified elegance. The perfumed air, agreeably en-hanced by a string quartet in the corner, was blessedly warm. As we tramped through, faces displayed open curiosity. Naval officers with less gold braid than a commodore seldom dined there, so why the presence of mere mid-level commanders? I could see them asking each other, “How can those sailors afford these prices?” Well, the simple answer was that we couldn’t. We were guests of the gentlemen dining upstairs, out of the public eye and ear.


			Several diners were eyeing my decorations. I felt my cheeks heat up in embarrassment as I caught whispered inquiries: “Isn’t that the French Legion of Honor?” “What’s that gaudy purple one?”


			I don’t mind explaining them in military company, but the genteel clientele of Delmonico’s wouldn’t understand, couldn’t understand, the stories of how I came to have those medals. Most would get physically sick if they heard the details.


			Porter had told us to wear our full dress rig, portray confidence, and be sociable, but not too familiar. I’ve never looked forward to full dress affairs. The uniform is bulky, hot, and itchy. I have to contend with people staring at my awards, which, since they come from foreign countries, are a bit unusual for an American naval officer. There is a further complication. I can answer in detail questions about the medals from France and Morocco, but have been admonished to be vague about the ones from Peru and Cambodia.


			It seems those particular stories have political implications it would be best not to stir up. I would’ve forgone the two troublesome medals all together, but then thought about the possibility of running into the consuls of those countries in New York City—it is considered a grave insult not to wear the national awards a country has bestowed upon you. So my trinkets from Peru and Cambodia dangled with the others.


			Bo McCalla, a handsome fellow who enjoyed considerable admiration from ladies, though he was committed to his wife and children, had it luckier that night. Like many naval officers, he had no medals, despite the fact that his career had been far more action-filled during the War Between the States than mine. At the moment, I envied his relative anonymity. No one stared at his chest. He was just another navy man passing through. I looked back at them and silently laughed—if those refined people only knew what Bo had done to keep the peace in Panama nine months before . . .


			After ascending to the third floor, we bypassed an empty banquet room and proceeded down a carpeted passageway, moving toward the sound of male voices. Finding the appropriate private dining room, Bo and I were confronted in the doorway by a tall elderly man in black tie and tails. He stood with a sergeant-major’s ramrod countenance, straightening even further when he saw the silver oak leaves on our epaulettes. Evidently expecting us, the doorman bid us good evening, flourished a gesture to enter, then called out to those inside the room, “Commander Peter Wake and Commander Bowman McCalla, United States Navy.”


			With that stentorian announcement, we passed into the sanctum sanctorum, a place at which the well-to-do down below would’ve dearly loved to dine, or be seen to dine. But evidently they, the merely well-to-do, weren’t invited here.


			For this was the lair of the chosen few.


			Surveying the room and its occupants, I saw what a most comfortable lair it truly was. Intimate, quietly refined. No vulgar displays of new money in that room. No gold-gilded statues, no European art. It was a quiet, businesslike, thoroughly American place. A place for decision-making, and decision-influencing, not idle chatter about arcane topics.


			Interspaced by red satin–draped windows overlooking the oak-treed square named for our fourth president, the walls were paneled mahogany with cherry wood wainscoting. Accented by brass oil lamps and reflectors were portraits of famous people I knew I should’ve recognized. The crystal gasolier above us shed a subdued glow, enough to read by but not enough to glare. Two marble fireplaces at either end of the room crackled with burning wood—oak, by the smell, no timid coal for this place—radiating merciful heat for my tropically thinned blood. The eastern fireplace had a mantel topped by a model of the Constitution; its western counterpart exhibited Kearsarge. Scrimshawed whale bones lay atop the furniture, and a display of knotwork adorned a wall display. Obviously, this was a crowd interested in, and probably very well informed on, maritime affairs.


			But the room was merely the backdrop of the drama, for it was the actors within who were the most interesting. Ancient Negro men in red and black livery padded around on the thick carpeting, serving the latest gin cocktail and dispensing substantial hors d’oeuvres. In a manner implying long association, the servants respectfully referred to each of the milling gentlemen by Christian name: “Mr. Richard,” “Mr. Jonathan,” and so on. For their part, the dinner guests showed a dull paternalism toward the dark-skinned servants who were twice their age: “Why, thank you so much, Henry.”


			Among themselves, the gentlemen attendees were less reserved, exhibiting the standard theatrics of politicians—familiar gesticulation, occasionally accompanied by thoughtful contemplative poses, deep chuckles, sadly shaking heads, and sympathetic nods.


			I observed with regret that there were no women present, a sad but not unexpected loss. Ladies were considered—or perhaps hoped to be—just too delicate for such an evening of political gamesmanship. I always thought that a silly notion, for I have known several women—my lovely wife and precocious daughter most conspicuously among them—who were keen observers of national policies and trends. I’ve found that most women can see through a man’s façade like one of Edison’s new lights through a fog. And a few women in the room, I thought, would lower the pontificating and increase the sincerity. But alas, ’twas not in the cards that evening. We were boringly stag. My displeasure at being there increased.


			One thing that immediately imprinted itself upon my mind was the atmosphere in the room. I’d been in the palaces of Oriental potentates, but had never before been in a room full of such nonchalantly assumed authority. An air of noblesse oblige wafted through the place, tinged with preordained destiny and the responsibility that goes with it. “The National Situation” dominated the conversation of the fifty men around me, not a single one over forty or a veteran of our national fratricide twenty years earlier. All of them were Republicans. Rich Republicans. Abraham Lincoln would’ve felt like a hick pauper in that crowd. Laughter in the room was of the restrained kind, as befitting men shouldering the weighty roles of those with a bluer shade of blood.


			In fact, my hosts were plainly worried and their dialogue showed it—the Democrats were in charge in Washington, with a president these men knew well. Grover Cleveland had been their state’s governor until his inauguration the previous March. Yes, these twenty-five and thirty year olds had serious things to talk about.


			After surveying the place for no more than twenty seconds, my friend Bo, being Bo, shaped a direct course for the table with drinks and food. “Reprovisioning . . .” I heard him mutter, which sounded like an eminently solid idea to me. I was just about to follow astern when grim-faced Commodore Ralph Chandler, commandant of the Brooklyn Navy Yard and the only other man present in uniform, entered the soiree and approached me. He was accompanied by a smaller fellow, several decades his junior, who looked disturbed—whether happy or angry, I could not tell.


			“So this is the man who knows Panama, eh, Commodore?” said the spectacled young man as he stared quizzically at my Lion of the Atlas medal from Morocco. The accent was a combination of busy New York and cultured New England; the tone was pure energy. His eyes shifted to my Legion of Honor.


			I caught a glimpse of Bo over at the bar trying unsuccessfully not to smirk at my capture so early in the game. He raised a glass mockingly toward me as Commodore Chandler patiently replied to his companion, “Yes, sir. This is Commander Peter Wake. He’ll be happy to tell you about Panama and the French canal.”


			The fellow got even more agitated. “Well then, he’s pree-cisely the man I need to talk to!”


			I had not a clue who this possibly deranged person was, so I glanced expectantly at Chandler, who obliged me by explaining, “Commander Wake, this young man is the author of that naval history book that’s going the rounds, Mr. Theodore Roosevelt.”


			Theodore Roosevelt? The naval historian, acclaimed author of The Naval War of 1812, lecturer at the Naval War College, blue-blood New Yorker, and deputy sheriff someplace out West? Was this boy the same firebrand who had not only just written about ranching, hunting buffalo, and living a manly life to the fullest; but had also published an essay on what the government really ought to be doing? Then I recalled that on top of everything else, Roosevelt was a former state legislator for New York—an influential politician on the way up. The figure in front of me looked far too young to have done any, much less all, of that.


			But he had. And at twenty-seven years old, Roosevelt was already a force to be reckoned with in that great metropolis filled with legendary men who owned twice his number of years. Intense eyes goggled at me from behind nose-clip lenses as a right hand quickly gripped mine in what seemed the precursor to a wrestling hold. For a fleeting second, I had the strange thought that he was about to flip me across his back.


			He didn’t, however, and through the most dazzling smile I’d ever seen, Roosevelt exclaimed, “By golly! Dee-lighted to meet you, Commander!” Then he added, “We absolutely must talk later.”


			I couldn’t help smiling in return; he had that contagious effect. I was old enough to be this man’s father, and here he was, getting me excited about our coming conversation. I felt honored and stupid at the same time.


			“Yes, sir,” was all I managed to say before Roosevelt gave an acknowledging nod and spun around to greet somebody else. It was a tall, well-dressed man I later learned was Henry Lodge, a Massachusetts legislator who was being groomed to run again for Congress. He’d lost the year before, but not in the eyes of the men in that room. There was a crush around Lodge and for a moment I stood to the side, quite alone and a bit lost.


			McCalla came up and softly whistled at the stern array of wealth and power around us. “Peter, old son, you were right. We’re in dangerous water here. I say we get under way as soon as possible right after dinner.”


			“Good idea, Bo, but it looks like I’ll have to stay afterward to talk. I’ve been set up by the commodore.”


			Bo was conjuring up a reply when Harry Tilghman, the manager of Delmonico’s, came into the room and announced that dinner was ready, whereupon we all wandered into the room next door. There were nameplates at each place setting around the tee-shaped table. Old Commodore Chandler was seated at the head table, looking decidedly unhappy among his companions. I circulated the junior end of the long table and found Bo’s spot, but not mine. That’s when the doorman, sly smile barely showing, beckoned me to a place near the upper end of the long table. I was more than a little aghast to find myself seated between Mr. Lodge and Mr. Roosevelt.


			“Ah, Commander Wake. Please sit down,” Roosevelt insisted, pounding the chair back next to him. “Right here with Lodge and me! Good to have a naval man with us tonight.”


			I answered, probably a bit too uncertainly, “Thank you, sir,” and sat down. He showed no notice of my hesitance, however, having engaged Lodge in a discussion about lobster, of all subjects. It seemed that Roosevelt was in favor of steaming the things in their shell and serving them thus, while Lodge countered with a preference for boiled lobster meat lying on the plate sans its armor.


			Roosevelt suddenly turned to me for support. “And what say you about the best preparation of lobster, Commander? Steamed, right? You’re from Henry’s state and you’ve been around the world . . .”


			That surprised me. He knew about my background? Most people thought of me as a Floridian, since my home was there. Few knew I was born and raised on the south coast of Massachusetts near Mattapoisett, east of New Bedford. In actuality, I hadn’t lived there for any length of time since the age of sixteen, when I first went to sea on my father’s lumber schooners. I wondered what else Roosevelt knew about me, and why he would even bother. My unease escalated into extreme wariness.


			“I enjoy them both, gentlemen,” I said, remembering Porter’s orders and trying to be sensitive to personalities.


			“Not good enough,” decided my interrogator, white enamel flashing. “Too diplomatic! Which way would you want your lobster—right here and now?”


			I didn’t appreciate his tone, but said, “Tonight? The hottest way. That would be in a chowder.”


			“Aha! Hear that, Henry?”


			Roosevelt quickly lowered his voice for the first time and leaned across me toward Lodge. “He told us we’re both wrong—and right he is!”


			Then he laughed. It was a genuine hold-on-to-your-belly laugh that attracted the attention of all hands around us. He said to me, “You answer well to your description, Commander. Admiral Porter told me you’d be candid. By the by, we’re having lobster tonight, in one of the special concoctions of Charley Delmonico’s chef, splendid fellow. Tilghman found him a couple years ago.”


			Lodge softly groaned. “Oh, no. Not that one again, Theodore.” To me he confided, “I feel a tale coming on—the one about Wenberg’s lobster that we’ve all heard ad nauseam.”


			Roosevelt stabbed a finger into the air. “Pree-cisely, Henry! And I tell it ad libitum because I can, and because I like to, and because it’s a funny story, one our naval friend here will appreciate.”


			I swear I felt an electrical impulse when he next put a hand on my shoulder. “It seems the chef learned the pro-cee-dure for this lobster concoction from a merchant marine sea captain named Ben Wenberg. The captain said he got the recipe from the West Indies—a place you know your way around, I’m told, Commander.”


			He paused, but not for my answer, which failed to make it out in time. In two seconds he was on target again. “Well, sir, that lobster was an immediate smash with the patrons here and Charley Delmonico dedicated its name to the captain: ‘Lobster à la Wenberg.’ Great dish, everybody loved it. Wenberg became a culinary hero. People would applaud when he entered a room. Imagine that, Commander—people applauding with excitement for lobster! Ah, but then, dear Captain Wenberg managed to reverse his fortune. He became persona non grata here by somehow angering Charley.”


			Roosevelt leaned over and said en sotto voce, eyes wide in excitement, “Some say that . . . rum . . . was involved. But, of course, I cannot confirm that.”


			Not missing a beat, he continued the tale, “And therefore my friend Charley had a great dilemma. How does one continue to serve a dish everyone loves, which is named for man you now dislike? Well, sir, the answer was simple: keep the dish and alter the moniker. Charley reversed the name in an anagram from Wenberg to Newberg. Nice pun with the ‘new,’ also. Oh, it all must irk Wenberg something terrible, don’t you think? Of course, we don’t know, for he hasn’t been seen here since. Good for Charley Delmonico!”


			Around us a dozen men were listening to him. It was difficult not to—the man could effortlessly get attention and keep it. But people were doing more than listening; they were nodding and laughing, agreeing with Roosevelt, watching his every move and listening to every sound. The man was a natural orator, or perhaps a natural actor, even with a simple tale about seafood. I found myself wondering about his ability when campaigning on serious matters of state.


			And then it dawned on me—Roosevelt was who Admiral Porter wanted me to meet at the gathering, though he’d never specified him by name. Porter wanted to use and spread Roosevelt’s influence among the Republican side. Plus, the old admiral shared a common bond with the young Roosevelt, for Porter was a writer too, having published no fewer than four naval books.


			I knew the admiral was close to finishing his newest effort, the Naval History of the Civil War. It was widely known that D. D. Porter liked Roosevelt’s Naval History of the War of 1812—he’d ordered every wardroom in the fleet a copy. I surmised that the two must at least be acquaintances and possibly friends. Porter, that wily old goat and veteran of a thousand political wars, was setting me up to be the unofficial naval liaison with Roosevelt, a New York Republican, during a Democratic national administration.


			Just then the celebrated lobster arrived. It was neither boiled nor stewed, nor even chowdered. Instead, it was beautifully done up with slices of the meat laid on a pastry with a piping-hot thick crème sauce drowning the whole, something I’d never seen. Different and delicious, it has ever since been my favorite sea dish—not the least because of the story of how, and with whom, I first tasted it.


			The lobster got the best of Roosevelt, silencing him as no human had that evening. No longer under his gaze, I had some time to relax. As I dug into my own dinner, I studied the man to my left, whom I suspected was another that Porter had in mind for me to meet.


			From the preceding conversations in the room, I deduced that Henry Cabot Lodge was the scion of a wealthy Boston clan, a professor of something ridiculous called “political science” at Harvard—a cushy billet if I’ve ever heard of one—and a relatively senior member of the Massachusetts House of Representatives. Only in his mid-thirties, he appeared to me to be mighty starchy, with a pointed beard, stiff movements, and nose stuck firmly up in the air. I couldn’t tell if his silence was arrogance or indifference, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t from a lack of intellectual skills. After my cursory perusal, I decided that if he really was heading for congressional splendor in D.C., he’d fit right in, a junior minion to the smug power-dispensers over on the Hill. I couldn’t help not liking the man.


			Lodge caught me evaluating him and said, “My wife’s father was an admiral—Charles Henry Davis. Perhaps you knew of him?”


			Now that was interesting. I did indeed know of the man. Davis, who had fought in several actions at the beginning of the Southern rebellion, also had a reputation as a bit of an ocean scientist, specializing in hydrographic and celestial work. Worked at the Naval Observatory, where I had friends, and was known for having quite a sharp mind. His son was a serving naval officer, whom I now knew was Lodge’s brother-in-law. Another connection in the tangled web that was Washington.


			“I met Admiral Davis at the observatory years ago, but did not have the honor of serving under him. He was well respected, sir.”


			Between mouthfuls, Lodge looked at me deadpan. “He’s been dead for nine years.”


			“Yes, sir, I thought it had been that long. I’m sorry for your loss.”


			He nodded and said, “Yes. It was considerable.”


			And that was the sum total of my conversation with Henry Cabot Lodge, one of the coldest fishes of a man I’ve ever met. Years later, Roosevelt, a great jokester himself, told me his friend Henry was one of the funniest men he’d ever known. That compliment was, and still is, a mystery to me.


			To my right, Roosevelt’s rapid annihilation of his dinner was soon completed, enabling him to converse with me once more, asking questions about my work. I had the distinct feeling he already knew the answers. His voice was subdued, without the high-toned inflections I heard before, but still quite intent.


			“So, Commander, you work in the Bureau of Navigation at naval headquarters?”


			His inside knowledge cautioned me to be succinct. “Yes, sir.”


			“Work for a fellow named Rodgers, eh?”


			“I work with him. He is a coordinator of information there, sir.”


			“Comes from an old navy family, I’m told.”


			“Yes, sir.”


			The conversation became a cross-examination. “But you’re not, are you? Never went to the academy, came up as a volunteer during the war, I believe?”


			I said, “Yes, sir.”


			“How unusual. Do you mind explaining?”


			I did mind, but Porter’s face flashed in my mind. “No problem, sir. I was a merchant marine officer, a first mate, on coastal schooners. I became a volunteer naval officer in sixty-three. Served in the East Gulf Blockade Squadron, out of Key West. They made my commission a regular one in sixty-five and kept me on.”


			“Ah yes, one hundred and thirty-three volunteers, out of six thousand, were allowed to stay in at the end of the war, if my memory serves correctly. And you were one of those chosen. How curious . . .”


			Again he scrutinized my medals. “And you have seen service around the world?”


			“Yes, sir. Most officers have.”


			“But they don’t get those, Commander,” indicating the medals.


			He said no more on that topic, which I thought peculiar. Most people wanted to hear the stories.


			“And I understand you live on an island in Florida, when on leave from your duties?”


			I had no insight as to where this was heading. “Yes, sir. I own Patricio Island, on the southwestern coast.”


			“I’ve not been there. What is that coast like, Commander?” he asked.


			“Beautiful in the winter and spring, hot in the summer, very wet in the early fall. Tranquil all year ’round. It’s a frontier coast, Mr. Roosevelt—very few people there, yet.”


			“Hmm, well, I know something about frontier life out West, Commander,” he said with a smile. “Your area sounds intriguing. Lots of opportunities for a vigorous man and family, I would think.”


			I thought of the islands. Yes, there were opportunities there, but also a lot of challenges. It was still pretty rough in many ways. Very rough in some ways.


			“We do have some hard-working pioneers, sir.”


			Roosevelt’s eyes lit up as he asked, “Say, do you fish there, Commander?”


			I chuckled at the thought. I’m an unlucky fisherman, but enjoy eating seafood.


			“We eat a lot of fish, but I’m no good at catching them.”


			His enthusiasm increased, along with that habit of accenting certain words. “I’ve heard of something called a tarpine-fish there. Supposed to be a great fight! Absolutely capital fight. Read an article about it in Harper’s.”


			“It’s a tarpon, sir. You can’t eat them, too many bones, but they’ve become a famous game fish on that coast. Get pretty big—some up to six or seven feet long. Jump high out of the water and fight hard to avoid getting caught. It’s all starting to attract northern pleasure fisherman to the area on excursions.”


			He slapped a hand on the table. “I see. Well, I like a bit of sport myself. Perhaps I’ll visit and try my wits against one of these tarpon fellows! And I suppose you have a lot of commercial fishing there, for fish one can eat?”


			“Yes, sir.”


			“And who fishes for them?”


			“Most of those fishermen are local men, but quite a few are Cuban. Come up from Cuba each winter and spring, camp on the islands, and periodically send the catch back. Been doing it for centuries. My island—Patricio—is named after one of them.”


			“Cubans, eh?” He said it like he was rolling the words over in his mind.


			“Yes, sir. Seasonal fishermen. Their right to fish on that coast was written into the agreement selling Florida to the United States back in eighteen twenty.”


			“Yes, the Adams-Onís Treaty. Good politics, that treaty.”


			Roosevelt lowered his voice, his focus steady on me, paying close attention.


			“And those Cuban fishermen? Any of them involved in the politics going on these days down in Havana? Or talking about it?”


			I suddenly realized what he was getting at—the anti-Spanish revolutionaries, in Key West especially, were getting more and more press attention. I mustered up an innocent look and said, “Politics, sir?”


			That grin came back. It was impossible to not smile when Theodore Roosevelt grinned at you. He lowered his tone even more. “Why yes, Commander. The smell of revolution, of freedom for the Cuban people from the Spanish tyrants, is in the air. Is it not?”


			Lodge was straining to listen, as were our closest tablemates. So far no one had talked about the navy and our needs and plans, as I had been led to believe they would. And Roosevelt hadn’t asked about Panama. I felt awkward talking about foreign affairs in that company, particularly since the official attitude of the United States toward Cuban freedom from Spain had changed with the new Democratic administration. The Republicans had always favored and supported it, some even pushing for U.S. annexation, but Grover Cleveland didn’t want to get involved. Neither did I that evening, so I stammered out, “Don’t know much about that sort of thing, Mr. Roosevelt.”


			He paused, clearly about to call me on my ambiguity, then let it go. “Why, yes, of course, Commander.”


			Roosevelt’s voice went back up to its public volume, interrogation apparently over, and he asked cheerfully, “Say, do you have a family, Commander?”


			I breathed easier. “Yes, sir, I do. My daughter Useppa is twenty-one and a Methodist missionary in Key West. Works with Negro children at a school. My son Sean entered the naval academy this last summer.”


			“A naval academy man! Congratulations on your son, Commander. I’m sure he’ll make a splendid officer. And your daughter’s name is Useppa? An unusual name, but very pretty.”


			“She’s named after the island she was born on, just south of the one where I live now.”


			Evidently he’d only known about my career, courtesy of Admiral Porter, but not my private life. His head tilted to the right again and he smiled. “How wonderfully romantic. And Mrs. Wake? Is she on that tropical island of yours, waiting for her sailor to come home?”


			“No, sir. I’m . . .” Even years afterward, it still physically hurt to say the words. “I’m a widower, Mr. Roosevelt. Linda died of cancer. It’ll be five years ago this February fourteenth.”


			The color drained away from Roosevelt’s face.


			Within seconds, without a word of explanation, he was up and gone from the table. Others around us pretended not to notice, but Lodge’s hand touched my left arm.


			“Kindly forgive my friend, Commander. Theodore’s beloved mother and his beautiful young wife Alice both passed away two years ago on the same day—February fourteenth.” He sighed. “Saint Valentine’s Day. He has a child himself, a little girl, born just two days before her mother died.” Lodge shook his head slowly. “Tragic . . .”


			I mumbled, “I’m so sorry, sir. I didn’t know.”


			Lodge waved a hand. “Don’t worry about it. He’ll be back. But don’t expect him to talk about his wife, daughter, or mother. He doesn’t. It’s private.”


			“The daughter, is she well?”


			“Yes. Theodore’s sister Bamie is raising her.” Lodge’s eyes fell. “The little girl’s name is Alice, after her mother.”


			Ten minutes later Roosevelt did return. He muttered a brief apology for having to excuse himself abruptly, one that contained no explanation of why. I thought his behavior tremendously sad, and possibly unhealthy, and searched his eyes for some glimmer of sentiment. None was there.


			He quickly launched into a debate over tariffs with a man across the table, his dynamism radiating out through the room. I saw a pattern by that point—when Roosevelt spoke in public, he overwhelmed his listeners by force of personality, and no one argued an opposite view. Against his volume and emotion, an opponent would seem anemic, confused.


			As for our severed conversation, it didn’t resume. He wasn’t ignoring me, I think. No, he was just completely occupied in discussions on a rapidly spreading variety of topics, from President Cleveland’s illegitimate child, to the Chinese immigrant situation, to the recent army campaign against Geronimo. We didn’t speak again until after dinner had ended.


			Coffee, cognac, and cigars brought everyone into yet another room overlooking Madison Square. Most of them drifted out after one glass, some bound for the theater, others for convivial watering holes, a few for home. Roosevelt had disappeared somewhere by that point, so I hoped my social duty was done and I could disengage, with no regrets for leaving. That episode at dinner still bothered me.


			The cigar smoke in the room was thick and acrid, like gun smoke. I’ve always hated that smell and wanted out of there, but our superior officer was still present, so direct flight was out of question. Bo and I faded into a corner and waited for Commodore Chandler to leave. He chatted with Lodge and some prosecutorial attorney for another twenty minutes, finally departing about ten o’clock.


			McCalla right away suggested we go to Gilmore’s Garden. It was close by, at Twenty-seventh Street and Park Avenue, and there was a late-night bout between an Irishman and a Dutchman. He said we could have some amusement watching the fight. I was moving toward the doorway when Roosevelt approached from behind me and called out, “Glad you’re still here, Commander—now let’s talk!”


			I nearly jumped out of my skin. Glancing around for a table, I saw Tilghman’s waiters were busy cleaning up, so I shrugged at Roosevelt, trying to conceal my disappointment at his finding me. “Yes, sir. I’m sure we can find a place to talk around here someplace.”


			“Nonsense!” came the jovial reply. “Still too crowded. We’ll head for my place—just up the street. Let’s walk. Oh, don’t worry, your friend doesn’t have to come. He can head off on the town. I know how you sailors like to go out on the town.”


			And with that said he was out the door.


			With mock concern, Bo shook his head as we exited the restaurant behind Roosevelt. “Gee, I’d love to accompany you to your politician’s home, Peter, but as you just heard the man say—”


			“Just go, McCalla. Maybe I’ll meet you later at Gilmore’s. Or I’ll see you in the morning for breakfast at the hotel.”


			“Right. Well, good luck to you then!” and Bo headed off downwind to the east, the wind flapping his coat around him. I turned north into the raw breeze, cursing my luck in general and Admiral Porter in fine detail, while trying to keep up with my new acquaintance marching on ahead.


			And, of course, Roosevelt’s version of “just up the street” didn’t mesh with my understanding of that description. He lived in a town house on Madison Avenue near Forty-ninth Street—over a mile north of Delmonico’s, against those winter gusts funneling down the avenue and hitting me like ice picks. It also turned out that Roosevelt traveled fast on foot. We got there in seventeen minutes, as he announced when we arrived at his stoop.


			While he fumbled for his keys, I made light talk as I stamped my numb feet, saying hopefully, “Maybe talking about the jungles of Panama will help warm us up, sir!”


			He swiveled his head around to me, sly grin stretching across his face, his white teeth not chattering one little bit, unlike mine.


			“Jungles? Why Commander Wake, we’re not here to talk about Panama at all. Oh no, my good man, I’ve got a far more in-tree-guing subject for you.”
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			A Plea from Babylon
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			Saturday, 9 January 1886


			Theodore Roosevelt’s town house


			422 Madison Avenue


			New York City


			It was mercifully warm inside, though the dimly lit entryway of the Roosevelt home was a strange sight, to say the least. Eyes from a dozen furry or feathered heads stared down at me from the walls, while below them an older Irish maid waddled out, all afluster for not being at the door when we arrived. As I pounded life back into my feet, Roosevelt informed her that he and I would be in the study, and suggested she make coffee.


			His study had more musty carcasses—everything from a black bear to a beaver—scattered about the walls, above and betwixt the bookcases that lined every side. Quite a diverse collection of victims, I thought, but he didn’t bother to introduce me to any of them. Instead, he gestured to a chair for me and hesitantly opened the door of a cabinet. It wasn’t the strident Roosevelt public voice I heard when he spoke. His tone was calm, measured. His brow furrowed. Something was wrong.


			“Some rum to go with the coffee, Commander? I hear all sailors like that. I have some from Barbados that I’m told is quite good. Called Mount Gay. A happy name.”


			That was, indeed, a very good rum, and I surely did want some to warm the insides of my own frozen body, but something told me not to say yes. I’d noticed during the cocktail party that Roosevelt hadn’t had any hard spirits. His wineglass at dinner had remained untouched. And now the change in his demeanor was alarming me more than ever. Warning flags went up in my mind about the whole evening.


			No, much as I wanted to have, and needed, a touch of rum right then, I decided to stay away from alcoholic drink for the rest of the night. “No, thank you, sir.”


			His eyes showed surprise for just a second, then he asked, “Would you do me the honor of using my first name, Commander? It’s Theodore. It would make me feel less pretentious if you did so. I’m quite junior to you in age and in experience, sir.”


			I was tiring of this fast. “Yes, sir . . . I mean . . . Theodore. And please call me Peter. Now, what exactly can I do for you, sir? I mean, Theodore. I really thought we came here to talk about Panama.”


			Roosevelt sat down in the wingback opposite me and took in a breath, his face setting grimly. “We came here to talk alone, Peter, but not about Panama. That was a plausible conversation for others to hear back at Delmonico’s. Everyone is talking about the French canal in Panama these days, so it was convenient. Please forgive me for the slight deception, but I am certain you’ll understand in a moment.”


			I didn’t know what to say, so I held my tongue. He went on, his head lowered. “Admiral Porter is a friend, so I asked him for help. He sent you.”


			I felt like yelling at him to get to the point. My patience is sorely lacking at times, a regrettable characteristic, and this was one of those times. I don’t like word games. They take far too long and frequently lead to misunderstandings. So I was blunt, with more edge to my words than intended.


			“Look, I was told to come up here and talk about the navy and our needs, Theodore. There was no mention of any private discussions with you, or even of your name, when I was ordered to attend the dinner.”


			“Yes, well, I’m afraid Admiral Porter was indulging my request for anonymity, Peter. I don’t want anyone to know that I’m involved in what I’m about to tell you. In fact, I would like to be totally uninvolved from this night onward.”


			I tried to keep my vocabulary civil, but it was a losing struggle. “Theodore, I have no earthly idea what the hell’s going on here and would appreciate a candid explanation right now. It’s late. I’m tired. And I’ve got a long way back to the rooming house in Brooklyn in this damned storm.”


			Just then, with impeccable dramatic timing, the maid arrived with the coffee and set the tray on a side table, allowing my anger to linger in the air. Sensing our strained silence, she poured two cups, bid us good night, and quickly shuffled out, closing the door behind her. Roosevelt handed me a steaming cup, then turned to a map of the Caribbean that was spread out on the broad desk nearby.


			“Fair enough. I’ve received a strange message, Peter. Not sure whom it’s from or what it means, but I think it might have something to do with Cuba. But that’s only conjecture on my part.”


			“So what’s the problem? Just ignore it.”


			“It’s not that simple, Peter. The message alludes to a person in the U.S. government that may be involved in things he shouldn’t be. There are negative political implications of my getting involved, and possible national consequences of my ignoring it.” He saw me about to repeat my admonition and held up a hand. “And the message is some sort of a complicated riddle. A secret code that I cannot, for the life of me, decipher.”


			Oh. Now I understood why I was there.


			Everything leading to that moment came into focus. It was a planned event, courtesy of devious old Admiral Porter, who was playing some sort of Machiavellian game to which even his subordinate commanders, my bosses, weren’t privy. Understanding that didn’t make me feel any better.


			“Theodore, do you know what I really do?”


			“Yes, Peter,” he replied somberly, then rattled off far more about my work than most in the navy knew. “You work for Commodore Walker at the Bureau of Navigation, ostensibly, but really for the Office of Naval Intelligence, located deep within the State, War, and Navy building next to the White House. I know that you are part of a group of seven men working in a small back room on the fourth floor on a secret-code-system project for use in naval telegraph communications. The need for that system became starkly apparent after messages from Commander McCalla’s combatant forces in Panama were compromised in April of this last year.


			“I also know that you’ve been in Cuba many times over the last twenty years, most recently while returning from Panama, and that you know much of what is going on there, and who is doing it. That is why you were picked to come here. Porter said you’d know what to do.”


			Hmm, so much for my secret work. I sipped the coffee to gain a few seconds, then asked, “So what am I supposed to do, Theodore?”


			“Admiral Porter told me to let you have this message, decipher it, and act on it.”


			That didn’t make sense. “Why didn’t you just give the message to Admiral Porter so he could give it to me himself? That way you’d be kept clear.”


			“Because he knew you would want to talk with the recipient of the message—me. He figured that you might have questions for me, the answers to which could help in understanding the message. He also thought you might understand some of the hidden meanings. The admiral didn’t tell you this ahead of time, so you’d be objective in evaluating it.”


			Roosevelt exhaled in exasperation. “Peter, I know this all looks odd.”


			“Odd? That’s an understatement, Theodore. The oddest part is why you?”


			“I don’t know precisely why they picked me to be the recipient, but I don’t need or want this right now. If it is about Cuba, I can’t help those people, though I do sympathize with their cause for freedom—something that’s known in this city.”


			“Very well, then, I suppose I should see the message. So let’s take a look at it.”


			“It’s not a written message. It was verbally transmitted to me and I’ve kept it,” he pointed to his head, “in here. Memorized.”


			Incredible. This was reaching a level of drama I didn’t like, but there was no other choice. Porter had sent me here for this, so I had to go through with the charade, wondering, even as I spoke, whether this Roosevelt character was some sort of fringe lunatic, albeit a rich one. New York and Washington are full of them.


			“All right, Theodore, before you tell it to me I’ll ask the basics—who gave it to you? When and where did they give it to you? Why didn’t you write it down? If it’s that complicated, how are you sure you’ve remembered it all correctly?”


			He nodded acknowledgment of my inquiries. “Right. First question: a well-dressed older man, perhaps fifty or sixty, gave it to me. He appeared to be a somewhat dark-skinned Latin American, but he spoke English very well—that’s why I think it’s got something to do with Cuba. Many Cubans in New York are fluent in English.”


			I thought that conjecture a bit loose on the evidence, but said nothing as he continued. “Second question: the man came up to me on the train from Albany nine days ago, at approximately four p.m. on Thursday, the thirty-first of December, when I was returning to the city. We were both standing in the aisle of the first-class carriage, preparing to depart as the train pulled into Union Station. The fellow got my attention by leaning against me and smiling, then he whispered for me to memorize what he was about to say. Before I could say a thing, he told me the message. I was, as you would imagine, rather disconcerted and didn’t think to follow him as he melted into the crowd when the door opened. That man’s timing was excellent—he said the words, the doors opened, and he disappeared. I’ve never seen him before or since.”


			“Would you recognize him, if you saw him again?”


			“Yes, definitely.”


			“So this happened on New Year’s Eve day?”


			“Yes, Peter.”


			“Before I hear the message, Theodore, let me ask this. Did he greet you by name? Did he say anything else? What was his accent?”


			“He never used my name, never said anything else. He looked Latin American and his accent sounded Spanish to me. And no, I don’t speak Spanish, though I’m not bad in Italian and Latin.”


			This was getting curious. “Theodore, why didn’t you write it down?”


			“I thought it too dangerous to have a transcript lying around, so I memorized it, as he told me. Besides, I didn’t need to.” He shrugged. “I was schooled at home—before I went to Harvard—and learned to memorize things at an early age. Once you’ve done the Greek classics, Peter, everything else is easy. Do you want to hear the message now?”


			Actually, no, I didn’t want to hear it, or be ensnared in this little farce at all, but I dutifully said, “Yes, of course, Theodore, tell me the message—verbatim, please.”


			As the grandfather clock in the hall chimed eleven times, Roosevelt stood and began to pace, hands behind his back. He waited until the last chime, then began reciting the message he’d heard from the man on the train.


			“Memorize this message to you from the Isle of Bones: the green man’s singing Hebrews are calling for lex talionis at isla fidelis. Their protesting father awaits you inside Babylon behind Lazarus’s house in the garden of angels, at the second midnight with the light of day from now. You can save innocent lives. But beware, you have a Judas within the minions of your regime.”


			He ended, dropped into his chair, and fixed his peculiar gaze upon me. I wasn’t impressed. I’d written down his “message” and thought it sophomorically melodramatic. Maybe the man in front of me really was mad, or had mad jesters as friends. What was I supposed to do then?


			“Theodore, that’s it? This nonsensical stuff is what you and Porter are upset about? Sounds to me as if somebody is playing a joke on you, a political joke, to get you to do or say something ridiculous that you’ll regret later on in a campaign. Are you running for office?”


			Roosevelt didn’t like my comment or question. “No, not right now. And I never told Porter the message, so he only knows I’m concerned, which was enough for him. Yes, I too initially thought it might be a political ploy, but those are usually of another nature—women, money, power. This is different, Peter. The look in that man’s eyes was extremely intense. He believed in his message. This was no joke or cheap ploy.”


			Studying my host, I saw no sign of psychosis or deception. No mal intent. Though he couldn’t understand its contents, Roosevelt truly believed in the authenticity of the message. I decided that he was probably right. It probably was a valid communication and it did appear to be about Cuba. The first and second phrases told me that much. “Very well, I’ll help.”


			“And you can decipher the riddle?”


			“Maybe, Theodore. The first line refers to the old Spanish name for Key West. Cayo Hueso. Island of bones.”


			“Aha! That phrase confounded me!”


			“And isla fidelis refers to Cuba. It means—”


			“Faithful isle. In Latin, of course. I know that much, Peter. But why does that mean Cuba?”


			“It’s the old Spanish motto for Cuba. Goes back centuries. Still used on their documents as the royal description of the island.”


			“Isn’t that oxymoronic now? I thought there was rebellion in the air down there.”


			“It refers to their age-old fidelity to the Christian faith, Theodore. As far as the political situation goes, you’re correct: the majority of islanders are no longer faithful to the Spanish crown. Many are no longer dedicated to the Church, either.”


			“By gad, now we’re getting somewhere! We’ve identified Key West and Cuba in the riddle. I knew it was a good idea to have you come up here.”


			I heartily disagreed with that statement, but put my misgivings aside. “Theodore, were you able to deduce anything from the other parts of the message?”


			Roosevelt was his usual excited self now, a man on the hunt. “Why yes, I have, Peter! Lex talionis is the Latin translation for the ominous Hebrew Law of Talions—an eye for an eye—from the Old Testament. Oh my, that Latin training does come in handy at times.”


			“And what does the ‘green man’ part mean, Theodore?”


			“Not a clue, Peter. I was hoping you might know. Hmm. Green man’s Hebrews sang for ‘an eye for an eye.’ Who are they? Are they in Cuba or Key West?”


			I rubbed my temples, trying to think. For some reason, that phrase sounded familiar. “Green man’s Hebrews were singing, eh? Well, Spanish for green is verde.”


			I mulled that over. “Verde . . . Hey, that’s it—Giuseppe Verdi! Verde is the Italian word for green. The ‘green man’ is Verdi. Theodore, when I was stationed in the Med back in seventy-four, I met Verdi, the famous Italian composer. Quite a strange duck if ever there was one, let me tell you.”


			He laughed and said he’d met the man too, while a young boy touring Europe with his parents. That reminded me of his pedigree. But there was more percolating in my mind about the riddle. Verdi’s singing Hebrews? What was it about that? I thought aloud, to organize and possibly spur my memory. “I remember that he did an opera around then that had a double entendre in one of the songs. It had a reference that inflamed the patriotism of the northern Italians who were under the occupation of the Austrians then. Yes, it’s coming to me now. It has to be Verdi. And the song was related to the Bible. To the Hebrews in the Bible.”


			Roosevelt walked over to a bookshelf and pulled out a massive volume. “Where exactly in the Bible, Peter? Hebrew people are all over it. We’ll start with the Old Testament.”


			“I’m trying to remember, Theodore—don’t rush me.”


			I needed to figure it out in sequence. “All right, the opera song referred to Hebrew slaves I think. Yes, that was it, slaves under occupation. Just like the Italians in the north. I remember that those Italians would cheer that song, yelling for encore after encore, flaunting the Austrian authorities, who finally outlawed encores of that song. I thought it silly at the time, but the Italians didn’t.”


			“Not helpful, Peter. Give me something more. There’s a lot in here about Hebrew slaves, too.”


			Roosevelt was far better educated and cultured than I was, so I asked him, a bit peeved, “Well, you tell me. What Verdi opera had a song about slaves? You understand opera and European culture and that sort of thing.”


			“Duced if I know, Peter Wake. Can’t stand that caterwauling myself.”


			Hmm, well that was a shared trait between us. Opera was lost on my ears too. “Let me see, Theodore . . . oh, now I’m remembering something. Nacubo? Nasubo? No. But it was close to that. Nabuso? Nope. Nabucco, yes, I think it was Nabucco. That was the opera. And the song was . . .”


			Roosevelt was next to me now, left hand holding the Bible, right hand gripping my chair. “Yes?”


			“Va something. Va? Pensiero! It was “Va Pensiero,” the song of the Hebrew slaves.”


			“By Jove, Peter! Very good!”


			I held up a finger for attention and, overly proud of myself, announced the pièce de résistance of my memory. “And I recall that song was based on one of the psalms of the Bible, which is why the Austrians couldn’t outlaw the song itself, only the calls for encores of it.”


			He was already zipping through the pages. “Excellent, my good man! Now, which psalm was it?”


			“I can’t remember.”


			I think I heard him sigh, which perturbed me greatly at that moment. After all, I was the one without the fancy Ivy League education, yet I had worked out the opera connection. Roosevelt was busy, however. The Bible sounded like a factory machine as he turned page after page as quickly as he could.


			“Hmm, there are one hundred and fifty psalms. I guess we’ll start at the beginning and check them one by one.”


			Obviously, it was going to be a long night, so I poured us another round of coffee. My new coconspirator stopped perusing for a moment, went to the cabinet and poured a touch of rum in my coffee cup. “You earned it, Peter.”


			***


			An hour later we found the right psalm. Number 137. Roosevelt read it aloud. 


			By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down, yes, we wept, when we remembered Zion. We hanged our harps upon the willows in the midst thereof. For there they that carried us away captive required of us a song; and they that wasted us required of us mirth, saying, Sing us one of the songs of Zion. How shall we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land? If I forget thee, O Jerusalem, let my right hand forget her cunning. If I do not remember thee, let my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth; if I prefer not Jerusalem above my chief joy. Remember, O Lord, the children of Edom in the day of Jerusalem; who said, Raze it, raze it, even to the foundation thereof. O daughter of Babylon, who art to be destroyed; happy shall he be, that rewardeth thee as thou hast served us.


			Roosevelt took a breath, then read the last line slowly, “Happy shall he be, that taketh and dasheth thy little ones against the stones . . .”


			Neither of us spoke for a few seconds, the despair and visceral revenge of the psalm having impressed itself on our minds. It was unlike anything I’d ever heard from the Bible. He put down the great book and shook his head. “A bloody reprisal—an eye for an eye—on the Babylonian masters by their Hebrew slaves.”


			“And upon the Spanish occupiers by the Cuban people, where slavery is still legal. In fact, in the western hemisphere slavery is only legal in Cuba and Brazil.”


			I added, “Although, the Spanish authorities have given in and are transitioning the slaves in Cuba into free status. Supposed to happen sometime later this year.”


			“So Cuba is the modern Babylon?”


			“It would appear they think so.”


			“And just who exactly might they be, Peter?”


			Several names came immediately to mind, men I’d met in Cuba and other places over the last few years, but I merely said, “Not sure, but hopefully time will tell.”


			“And they want me to go to Cuba and meet someone?”


			I thought about that part of the message—behind Lazarus’s house in the garden of angels. That would be in Havana. I knew the place, and the garden of angels behind it.


			“Yes, Theodore, they want you to go to Havana and meet a man in a cemetery. A leper cemetery. That’s pretty bizarre, and would indicate it might be a group on the periphery of the revolutionary forces.”


			He began pacing again, clearly nervous now that he was beginning to understand what he was potentially mixed up in. “Well, what is this malarkey about ‘midnight with the light of day.’ What the devil is the explanation for that?”


			“A full moon, Theodore. They want you to meet them in the leper cemetery in Havana on the second full moon after receiving the message. That would be February’s. For some reason, they think you can help them in their revolution, and in doing so, can prevent bloodshed. From this reference to psalm one thirty-seven, it looks like massive bloodshed.” Then I speculated aloud again. “Something planned for a specific day in the future, a coordinated island-wide strike at the Spanish, perhaps. Where the delineation between Spanish soldier and civilian would be lost in the hatred and bloodlust?”


			“Peter, you know the situation down there. How do they think I, of all people, can help?”


			“I don’t know, except maybe they think you could persuade the U.S. government into backing, and-or recognizing a revolutionary government on that day, or before that day, and therefore force the Spanish to leave the island and end the bloodshed early. But I’m only guessing at that, Theodore.”


			Roosevelt was listening to me, but at the same time he strode to the far bookshelf. Returning to me, he laid an almanac for 1886 in my lap. The book was open to the month of February. He stabbed a finger on the section at the bottom.


			“Thursday, February eighteenth, is full moon here. Is it the same in Cuba?”


			“Yes, it is. That’s six weeks away. I recommend you don’t do this, Theodore. Havana is dangerous these days and this sounds like a trap of some sort.”


			“Me? I have absolutely no intention of going, Peter. Remember? I’m not going to be involved in this, can’t be due to my position, though I do admit I wish I could. Sounds like some exhilarating action to me. History is being made, and we are part of it!” He gazed out the window, but I could tell his focus wasn’t on the snow piling up outside. Roosevelt’s reverie was only interrupted to murmur, “Just think of it . . . history . . .”


			I knew what he was going to say next and cringed inside, waiting for it.


			“But I’ll definitely recommend to Porter that you have a go at it, Commander. Certainly needs to be looked into, by the very best man we’ve got. So you go and have the excitement and see what’s what with those locals down there. I’ll get Porter to keep me apprised of the results, of course.”


			He shook my hand in one of his viselike holds, pumping it up and down, grinning from ear to ear, those teeth glinting in the lamplight, as he practically yelled, “By gumphries, Peter, I do envy you your profession! Babylon. Can you believe it, sir? Babylon is calling us!”


			Hah. Babylon hadn’t called me, but I knew that Porter would see it Roosevelt’s way. He’d have me investigate the matter—all based on a superficial examination of a senseless riddle. It had been, all in all, a ridiculous evening, and one phrase repeated itself in my mind while this fiendish youngster kept my hand imprisoned in his passionate grip, without the slightest indication he’d let go.


			God help me.
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			The Scribe


			[image: DSoH bw.tif]


			Sunday, 10 January 1886


			Waterman’s Tavern


			Front Street & Hudson Avenue


			Brooklyn, New York


			Bo McCalla was waiting for me on the street corner outside the tavern when I arrived at seven minutes after noon the next day. The day was bright and cold and I was anticipating a hot meal. The snow had ended, but that icy wind was still blowing down the East River.


			He had that bemused look I’d seen in Panama the April before, when I showed up at Colón dressed in rags, having just come out of the jungle. I’d been searching for a Haitian anarchist named Prestan, whose gang of thugs was causing problems for the French canal project. Neither the French, the Panamanian provincial authorities, nor the Colombian army had quelled the revolt.


			At the time, Bo had been in command of six hundred blue-jackets and Marines, and busy keeping some semblance of order and peace in Colón after days of riot and ruin at the hands of Prestan’s men. He restored the peace. But that’s another story.


			Seeing him in Brooklyn, I knew I was about to hear some guff from Commander McCalla—there was that twinkle in his eye.


			“All right Wake, what was she like?”


			“Who?” I asked, knowing full well his insinuation.


			“The pretty girl who took you in for the night after you left Roosevelt’s place,” he quipped lightly, then added with a leer, “Since you didn’t make it to Gilmore’s, or even come back to the hotel last night.”


			“Bo, please . . . show me a bit more respect than that. She was far more than merely pretty, she was beautiful,” I retorted as we entered the tiny place and peered through the gloom for an empty seat. Foremen from the nearby Brooklyn navy yard occupied almost all the benches and stools. They were working on a Sunday, a true rarity, to get the ancient Powhatan repaired and back at sea. Ironically, she was to return on patrol near Cuba. No one gave us more than an annoyed glance as we barged our way through the throng. Naval officers at shipyards were considered a hindrance by dockworkers.


			My reply silenced Bo’s sarcasm for a moment. He grinned, then asked, “Really?”


			“There’re two seats over there,” I said, ignoring his question and pointing toward a plank table in the dim back corner. A man was standing at the table, talking to a younger fellow seated there. As we approached, the older man, a great purple scar marring his jaw, walked out past us, leaving two empty stools on one side of the table. The remaining man was eating his lunch from a tin plate, a mug of coffee beside it. Not a dockie. Too clean. Maybe a clerk in the main office, by his suit and tie.


			“Can we sit here, please?” I asked him.


			“Yes,” he answered, without glancing up from his stew. I noted he had a Hispanic accent. There seemed to be a lot of that going around lately.


			Bo crashed down on his stool and beamed at the fellow. “Thank you, sir. You working at the yard to get the old ‘Pow Scow’ back in shape?”


			The man looked at us for the first time. “No, I do not work at the yard. And I do not know what a ‘pow scow’ is.”


			“It’s the nickname for Powhatan,” said Bo, but seeing still more incomprehension on the part of our tablemate, he explained, “She’s an old ship. Always in for repairs. Oh, never mind.”


			The man’s attention returned to his plate as I signaled the barmaid for two dishes of stew and two coffees. Bo got quiet. I could tell he was churning inside to ask about my night, so I relieved him of his misery.


			“I spent the night in Roosevelt’s guest room. It was too late to venture out in that storm last night.”


			“So?’


			“There wasn’t any girl, Bo.”


			He harrumphed, which I thought rather rude to my ego. “Well, that’s sad, but not unexpected from you, Peter. Still the knight. So what happened with the young literary wizard and lion of the up-and-coming Republicans?”


			“Oh, he asked me some questions and we talked until late. Then he offered me the guest room.”


			Since we had a stranger at the table, Bo tried to conceal the subject matter. “About where we were last year, eh? How much did he already know from Porter?”


			“Not at liberty to say, Bo.”


			Occasionally I am compelled to lie to an enemy in my profession. But I have a rule that I never lie otherwise. Usually, in order not to lie, I say that I am not at liberty to speak on that topic. Most people accept that comment, but there are moments when that response to an inquiry aggravates the curiosity of the inquirer. Unfortunately, this was one of them.


			“Oh, come on, Peter. Did he mention our work down there? My work down there?”


			“No. That entire subject didn’t come up. It was another subject.”


			Then I got to thinking. I wondered if Bo knew anything about the 137th psalm and its interpretations. That wasn’t confidential, so I wasn’t worried about the other man at the table.


			“Hey, on another issue, Bo, let me ask you something. Know anything about the Bible?”


			That took him aback. He answered warily, “Yes, a bit. Why?”


			“Do you know anything about the one hundred thirty-seventh psalm? What it means? Any religious or political interpretations? I was never really exposed to it in the Episcopal Church growing up, and just wondered if you’re familiar with it?”


			Bo laughed. “A psalm, from the Bible? You are a strange one, Wake. Off the top of my head, I’ve not the vaguest notion as to what the one hundred thirty-seventh psalm even says, much less what it means. The twenty-third psalm I’ve got down pretty straight, but I’m not a Biblical scholar.”


			He chuckled again, then abruptly stopped, as a voice, low and steady, muttered, “It is a plea for divine help, for justice. The Jewish slaves of the Babylonians were calling for vengeance upon their tormentors.”


			That comment came from none other than our unsociable companion.


			His serious eyes met mine as he continued, “The psalms of the Bible describe the perpetual human condition, which is the same today as it was three thousand years ago. That particular psalm is a parable illustrating the need for wrong to be reversed in the world. In both the Catholic Church, and that of the Protestant, it is a psalm not widely explained, since its vivid descriptions might lend itself to revolutionary ideas. Ideas considered dangerous to the authorities.”


			I sat there for several seconds, astonished. The man spoke matter-of-factly, like a professor to a student. He pushed his empty plate away, took a final gulp of coffee, and was preparing to stand when I recovered my wits.


			“That was very insightful, sir. May I introduce myself? I’m Commander Peter Wake, obviously of the U.S. Navy. And this is Commander Bowman McCalla. Thank you for your viewpoint.”
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