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Cultivo una rosa blanca,


En julio como en enero, 
Para el amigo sincero 
Que me da su mano franca.



Y para el cruel que me arranca



El corazón con que vivo, 
Cardo ni oruga cultivo; 
Cultivo la rosa blanca.



Jose Marti

 


I grow a white rose



In July the same as January,
 For the sincere friend
 Who gives me his open hand.



And for the cruel one who pulls me away


from the dreams for which I live, 
I grow neither weeds nor thistles, 
I grow the white rose.






PROLOGUE

His hair was white, close-cropped, and his skin deeply tanned. He wore only sandals, shorts, and a paper-thin rag of a shirt with three missing buttons that flapped loosely on his spare, bony frame. A piece of twine around his waist held up his shorts, which were also several sizes too large. His dark eyes were restless and bright behind his steel-framed glasses, which rested on a large, fleshy nose.

The walk between the house and barn winded him, so he sat on a large stone in a bit of shade cast by a cluster of palm trees and contemplated the gauzy blue mountains on the horizon and the puffy clouds floating along on the trade wind.

A man couldn’t have found a better place to live out his life, he thought. He loved this view, this serenity, this peace. When he had come here as a young man in his twenties he had known then that he had found paradise. Nothing in the first twenty-six years of his life had prepared him for the pastel colors, the warmth and brilliance of the sun, the kiss of the eternal breeze, the aroma of tropical flowers that filled his head and caressed his soul.

Cuba was everything that Russia wasn’t. After a lifetime in Siberia, he had wanted to get down and kiss the earth when he first saw this land. He had actually done that, several times in fact, when he had had too much to drink. He drank a lot in those days, years and years ago, when he was very young.

When the chance to stay came he had leaped at it, begged for it.


“After a time you will regret your choice,” the colonel said. “You will miss Mother Russia, the sound of Russian voices, the young wife you left behind … .

“She is young, intelligent, ambitious … .” he had replied, thinking of Olga’s cold anger when informed she could not accompany him to Cuba. She was angry at him for having the good fortune to go, not angry at the state for sending him. She had never in her life been angry at the state for anything whatsoever, no matter how bleak her life or prospects—she didn’t have it in her. Olga was a good communist woman, communist to the core.

“She will be told that you have died in an accident. You will be proclaimed a socialist hero. Of course, you may never write to her, to your parents, to your brother, to anyone in the Soviet Union. All will believe you dead. For them, you will be dead.”

“I will have another life here.”

“These are not your people,” the colonel observed pointedly a bit later in the discussion, but he didn’t listen.

“Olga is a patriot,” he remembered telling the colonel. “She loves the state with all her soul. She will enjoy being a widow of a socialist hero. She will find another man and life will go on.”

So he stayed, and they told her that he was dead. Whether she remarried or stayed single, got that transfer to Moscow that she dreamed about, had the children she didn’t want, he didn’t know.

Looking at the blue mountains, smelling the wind, he tried to conjure up the picture of her in his mind that he had carried all these years. Olga had been young then so he always remembered her that way. She wouldn’t be young now, of course, if she still lived; she would be hefty, with iron gray hair which she would wear pulled back in a bun.

His mind was blank. Try as he might, he couldn’t remember what Olga looked like.

Perhaps that was just as well.


He had found a woman here, a chocolate brown woman who cooked and washed for him, lived with him, slept with him and bore him two children. Their son died years ago before he reached manhood, and their daughter was married and had children of her own. His daughter cooked for him now, checked to make sure he was all right.

Her face he could remember. Her smile, her touch, the warmth of her skin, her whisper in the night …

She had been dead two years next month.

He would join her soon. He knew that. He had lost seventy pounds in the last twelve months and knew that something was wrong with him, but he didn’t know just what.

The village doctor examined him and shook her head. “Your body is wearing out, my friend,” the doctor said. “There is nothing I can do.”

He had had a wonderful life here, in this place in the sun in paradise.

He coughed, spat in the dirt, waited for the spasms to pass.

After a while he slowly levered himself erect and resumed his journey toward the barn.

He opened the board door and stepped into the cool darkness within. Little puffs of dust arose from every footfall. The dirt on the floor had long ago turned to powder.

The only light came from sunbeams shining through the cracks in the barn’s siding. The siding was merely boards placed on the wooden frame of the building to keep out the wind and rain … and prying eyes.

In truth the building wasn’t really a barn at all, though the corners were routinely used to store farm machinery and fodder for the animals and occasionally to get a sensitive animal in out of the sun. Primarily the building existed to hide the large, round concrete slab in the center of the floor. The building was constructed in such a way that there were no beams or wooden supports of any kind above the slab. The roof above the slab was merely boards cantilevered
upward until they touched at the apex of the building.

The white-haired old man paused now to look upward at the pencil-thin shafts of sunlight which illuminated the dusty air like so many laser beams. The old man, however, knew nothing about lasers, had never even seen one: lasers came after he had completed his schooling and training.

One corner of the building contained an enclosed room. The door to the room was locked. Now the old man fished in his pocket for a key, unlocked the door, and stepped inside. On the other side of the door he used the key to engage the lock, then thoughtfully placed the key in his pocket.

He was the only living person with a key to that lock. If he collapsed in here, no one could get in to him. The door and the walls of this room were made of very hard steel, steel sheathed in rough, unfinished gray wood.

Well, that was a risk he had agreed to run all those years ago.

Thirty-five … no, thirty-eight years ago.

A long time.

There was a light switch by the door, and the old man reached for it automatically. He snapped it on. Before him were stairs leading down.

With one hand on the rail, he went down the stairs, now worn from the tread of his feet.

This door, these stairs … his whole life. Every day … checking, greasing, testing, repairing …

Once rats got in down here. He had never found a hole that would grant them entrance, though he had looked carefully. Still, they had gotten in and eaten insulation off wiring, chewed holes in boards, gnawed at pipes and fittings. He managed to kill three with poison and carried the bodies out. Several others died in places he couldn’t get to and stank up the place while their carcasses decomposed.

God, when had that been? Years and years ago …

He checked the poison trays, made sure they were full.


He checked consoles, visually inspected the conduits, turned on the electrical power and checked the warning lights, the circuits.

Every week he ran a complete set of electrical checks on the circuitry, checking every wire in the place, all the connections and tubes, resistors and capacitors. Occasionally a tube would be burned out, and he would have to replace it. The irony of burning up difficult-to-obtain electrical parts testing them had ceased to amuse him years ago. Now he only worried that the parts would not be available, somewhere, when he needed them.

He wondered what they were going to do when he became unable to do this work. When he died. Someone was going to have to take care of this installation or it would go to rack and ruin. He had told the Cuban major that the last time he came around, which was last month, when the technicians came to install the new warhead.

Lord, what a job that had been. He was the only one who knew how to remove the old nuclear warhead, and he had had to figure out how to install the new one. No one would tell him anything about it, but he had to figure out how it had to be installed.

“You must let me train somebody,” he said to the major, “show someone how to take care of this thing. If you leave it sit without maintenance for just a few months in this climate, it will be junk.”

Yes, yes. The major knew that. So did the people in Havana.

“And I am a sick man. Cancer, the doctor says.”

The major understood. He had been told about the disease. He was sorry to hear it.

“This thing should be in a museum now,” he told the major, who as usual acted very military, looked at this, tapped on that, told him to change a lightbulb that had just burned out—he always changed dead bulbs immediately if he had good bulbs to put in—then went away looking thoughtful.


The major always looked thoughtful. He hadn’t an idea about how the thing worked, about the labor and cunning required to keep it operational, and he never asked questions. Just nosed around pretending he knew what he was looking at, occasionally delivered spare parts, listened to what the old man had to say, then went away, not to reappear for another three months.

Before the major there had been a colonel. Before the colonel another major … In truth, he didn’t get to know these occasional visitors very well and soon forgot about them.

Every now and then he would get a visitor that he could not forget. Fidel Castro had come three times. His first visit occurred while the Russians were still here, during construction. He looked at everything, asked many questions, didn’t pretend to know anything.

Castro returned when the site was operational. Several generals had accompanied him. The old man could still remember Castro’s green uniform, the beard, the ever-present cigar.

The last time he came was eight or ten years ago, after the Soviet Union collapsed, when spare parts were so difficult to obtain. That time he had asked questions, listened carefully to the answers, and the necessary parts and supplies had somehow been delivered.

But official visits were rare events, even by the thoughtful major. Most of the time the old man was left in peace and solitude to do his job as he saw fit. Truly, the work was pleasant—he had had a good life, much better than anything he could have aspired to as a technician in the Soviet Rocket Forces, doomed to some lonely, godforsaken, windswept frozen patch of Central Asia.

The old man left the power on to the console—he would begin the tests in just a bit, but first he opened the fireproof steel door to reveal a set of stairs leading downward. Thirty-two steps down to the bottom of the silo.

The sight of the missile resting erect on its launcher
always took his breath for a moment. There it sat, ready to be fired.

He climbed the ladder to the platform adjacent to the guidance compartment. Took out the six screws that sealed the access plate, pried it off, and used a flashlight to inspect the wiring inside. Well, the internal wiring inside the guidance unit was getting old, no question about it. It would have to be replaced soon.

Should he replace the guidance wiring—which would take two weeks of intense, concentrated effort—or should he leave it for his successor?

He would think about the work involved for a few more weeks. If he didn’t feel up to it then, it would have to wait. His health was deteriorating at a more or less steady pace, and he could only do so much.

If they didn’t send a replacement for him soon, he wouldn’t have enough time to teach the new man what he needed to know. To expect them to find someone who already knew the nuts and bolts of a Scud I missile was ridiculous. These missiles hadn’t been manufactured in thirty years, were inaccurate, obsolete artifacts of a bygone age.

It was equally ridiculous to expect someone to remove this missile from the silo and install a new, modern one. Cuba was poor, even poorer than Russia had been when he was growing up. Cuba could not afford modern missiles and the new, postcommunist Russia certainly could not afford to give them away.

Not even to aim at Atlanta.

Those were the targeting coordinates.

He wasn’t supposed to know the target, of course, but that rule was another example of military stupidity. He took care of the missile, maintained it, tested it, and if necessary would someday fire it at the enemy. Yet the powers that be didn’t want him to know where the missile was aimed.

So when he was working on the guidance module he had checked the coordinates that were programmed in,
compared them to a map in the village school.

Atlanta!

The gyros in the guidance module were 1950s technology, and Soviet to boot, with the usual large, forgiving military tolerances. No one ever claimed the guidance system in a Scud I was a precision instrument, but it was adequate. The guidance system would get the missile into the proper neighborhood, more or less, then the warhead would do the rest.

The old warhead had an explosive force equal to one hundred thousand tons’ equivalent of TNT. It wouldn’t flatten all of Atlanta—Atlanta was a mighty big place and getting bigger—but it would make a hell of a dent in Georgia. Somewhere in Georgia. With luck, the chances were pretty good that the missile would hit Georgia.

The new warhead … well, he knew nothing about it. It was a completely different design than the old one, although it weighed exactly the same and also seemed to be rigged for an airburst, but of course there was no way for him to determine the altitude.

Not that it mattered. The missile had never been fired and probably never would be. Its capabilities were mere speculation.

The old man took a last look at the interior of the control module, replaced the inspection plate and inserted the screws, then carefully tightened each one. Then he inspected the cables that led to the missile and their connectors. From the platform he could also see the hydraulic pistons and arms that would lift the cap on the silo, if and when. No leaks today.

Carefully, holding on with both hands, he climbed down the ladder to the floor of the silo, which was just a grate over a large hole, the fire tube, designed so the fiery rocket exhaust would not cook the missile before it rose from the silo.

The rats may have got into the silo when he had the cap open, he thought. Yes, that was probably it. They got inside,
found nothing to eat, began chewing on wire insulation to stay alive.

But the rats were dead.

His woman was dead, and he soon would be.

The missile …

He patted the side of the missile, then began climbing the stairs to the control room to do his electrical checks.

Nobody gave a damn about the missile, except him and maybe the major. The major didn’t really care all that much—the missile was just a job for him.

The missile had been the old man’s life. He had traded life in Russia as a slave in the Strategic Rocket Forces for a life in paradise as a slave to a missile that would never be fired.

He thought about Russia as he climbed the stairs.

You make your choices going through life, he told himself, or the state makes the choices for you. Or God does. Whichever, a man must accept life as it comes.

He sat down at the console in the control room, ran his fingers over the buttons and switches.

At least he had never had to fire the missile. After all these years taking care of it, that would be somewhat like committing suicide.

Could he do it? Could he fire the missile if ordered to do so?

When he first came to Cuba he had thought deeply about that question. Of course he had taken an oath to obey and all that, but he never knew if he really could.

Still didn’t.

And was going to die not knowing.

The old man laughed aloud. He liked the sound so much he laughed again, louder.

After all, the joke was really on the communists, who sent him here. Amazingly, after all the pain and suffering they caused tens of millions of people all over the planet, they had given him a good life.

He laughed again because the joke was a good one.




CHAPTER ONE

Guantánamo Bay, on the southeast coast of the island of Cuba, is the prettiest spot on the planet, thought Rear Admiral Jake Grafton, USN.

He was leaning on the railing on top of the carrier United States’s superstructure, her island, a place the sailors called Steel Beach. Here off-duty crew members gathered to soak up some rays and do a few calisthenics. Jake Grafton was not normally a sun worshiper; at sea he rarely visited Steel Beach, preferring to arrange his day so that he could spend at least a half hour running on the flight deck. Today he was dressed in gym shorts, T-shirt, and tennis shoes, but he had yet to make it to the flight deck.

Grafton was a trim, fit fifty-three years old, a trifle over six feet tall, with short hair turning gray, gray eyes, and a nose slightly too large for his face. On one temple was a scar, an old, faded white slash where a bullet had gouged him years ago.

People who knew him regarded him as the epitome of a competent naval officer. Grafton always put his brain in gear before he opened his mouth, never lost his cool, and he never lost sight of the goals he wanted to accomplish. In short, he was one fine naval officer and his superiors knew it, which was why he was in charge of this carrier group lying in Guantánamo Bay.

The carrier and her escorts had been running exercises in the Caribbean for the last week. Today the carrier was anchored in the mouth of the bay, with two of her larger consorts anchored nearby. To seaward three destroyers
steamed back and forth, their radars probing the skies.

A set of top-secret orders had brought the carrier group here.

Jake Grafton thought about those orders as he studied the two cargo ships lying against the pier through a set of navy binoculars. The ships were small, less than eight thousand tons each; larger ships drew too much water to get against the pier in this harbor. They were Nuestra Señora de Colón and Astarte.

The order bringing those ships here had not come from some windowless Pentagon cubbyhole; it was no memo drafted by an anonymous civil servant or faceless staff weenie. Oh, no. The order that had brought those ships to this pier on the southern coast of Cuba had come from the White House, the top of the food chain.

Jake Grafton looked past the cargo ships at the warehouses and barracks and administration buildings baking in the warm Cuban sun.

A paradise, that was the word that described Cuba. A paradise inhabited by communists. And Guantánamo Bay was a lonely little American outpost adhering to the underside of this communist island, the asshole of Cuba some called it.

Rear Admiral Grafton could see the cranes moving, the white containers being swung down to the pier from Astarte, which had arrived several hours ago. Forklifts took the steel boxes to a hurricane-proof warehouse, where no doubt the harbormaster was stacking them three or four deep in neat, tidy military rows.

The containers were packages designed to hold chemical and biological weapons, artillery shells and bombs. A trained crew was here to load the weapons stored inside the hurricane-proof warehouse into the containers, which would then be loaded aboard the ship at the pier and transported to the United States, where the warheads would be destroyed.

Loading the weapons into the containers and getting the
containers stowed aboard the second ship was going to take at least a week, probably longer. The first ship, Nuestra Señora de Colón, Our Lady of Colón, had been a week loading, and would be ready to sail this evening. Jake Grafton’s job was to provide military cover for the loading operation with this carrier battle group.

His orders raised more questions than they answered. The weapons had been stored in that warehouse for years—why remove them now? Why did the removal operation require military cover? What was the threat?

Admiral Grafton put down his binoculars and did fifty push-ups on the steel deck while he thought about chemical and biological weapons. Cheaper and even more lethal than atomic weapons, they were the weapons of choice for Third World nations seeking to acquire a credible military presence. Chemical weapons were easier to control than biological weapons, yet more expensive to deliver. Hands down, the cheapest and deadliest weapon known to man was the biological one.

Almost any nation, indeed, almost anyone with a credit card and two thousand square feet of laboratory space, could construct a biological weapon in a matter of weeks from inexpensive, off-the-shelf technology. Years ago Saddam Hussein got into the biological warfare business with anthrax cultures purchased from an American mail-order supply house and delivered via overnight mail. Ten grams of anthrax properly dispersed can kill as many people as a ton of the nerve gas Sarin. What was that estimate Jake saw recently?—one hundred kilograms of anthrax delivered by an efficient aerosol generator on a large urban target would kill from two to six times as many people as a one-megaton nuclear device.

Of course, Jake Grafton reflected, anthrax was merely one of over one hundred and sixty known biological warfare agents. There were others far deadlier but equally cheap to manufacture and disperse. Still, obtaining a culture was merely a first step; the journey from culture dishes to
a reliable weapon that could be safely stored and accurately employed—anything other than a spray tank—was long, expensive, and fraught with engineering challenges.

Jake Grafton had had a few classified briefings about CBW—which stood for chemical and biological warfare—but he knew little more than was available in the public press. These weren’t the kinds of secrets that rank-and-file naval officers had a need to know. Since the Kennedy administration insisted on developing other military response capabilities besides nuclear warfare, the United States had researched, developed, and manufactured large stores of nerve gas, mustard gas, incapacitants, and defoliants. Research on biological agents went forward in tandem at Fort Detrick, Maryland, and ultimately led to the manufacture of weapons at Pine Bluff Arsenal in Arkansas. These highly classified programs were undertaken with little debate and almost no publicity. Of course the Soviets had their own classified programs. Only when accidents occurred—like the accidental slaughter of 6,000 sheep thirty miles from the Dugway. Proving Ground in Utah during the late 1960s, or the deaths of sixty-six people at Sverdlovsk in 1979—did the public get a glimpse into this secret world.

Nerve gases were loaded into missile and rocket warheads, bombs, land mines, and artillery shells. Biological agents were loaded into missile warheads, cluster bombs, and spray tanks and dispensers mounted on aircraft.

Historically nations used chemical or biological weapons against an enemy only when the enemy lacked the means to retaliate in kind. The threat of massive American retaliation had deterred Saddam Hussein from the use of chemical and biological weapons in the 1991 Gulf War, yet these days deterrence was politically incorrect.

In 1993 the United States signed the Chemical Weapons Convention, thereby agreeing to remove chemical and biological weapons from its stockpiles.

The U.S. military had been in no hurry to comply with the treaty, of course, because without the threat of retaliation
there was no way to prevent these weapons being used against American troops and civilians. The waiting was over, apparently. The politicians in Washington were getting their way: the United States would not retaliate against an enemy with chemical or biological weapons even if similar weapons were used to slaughter Americans.

When Jake Grafton finished his push-ups and stood, the staff operations officer, Commander Toad Tarkington, was there with a towel. Toad was slightly above medium height, deeply tanned, and had a mouthful of perfect white teeth that were visible when he smiled or laughed, which he often did. The admiral wiped his face on the towel, then picked up the binoculars and once again focused them on the cargo ships.

“Glad the decision to destroy those things wasn’t one I had to make,” Toad Tarkington said.

“There are a lot of things in this world that I’m glad I’m not responsible for,” Jake replied.

“Why now, Admiral? And why does the ordnance crowd need a battle group to guard them?”

“What I’d like to know,” Jake Grafton mused, “is why those damned things were stored here in the first place. If we knew that, then maybe we would know why the brass sent us here to stand guard.”

“Think Castro has chemical or biological weapons, sir?”

“I suspect he does, or someone with a lot of stars once thought he might. If so, our weapons were probably put here to discourage friend Castro from waving his about. But what is the threat to removing them?”

“Got to be terrorists, sir,” Toad said. “Castro would be delighted to see them go. An attack from the Cuban Army is the last thing on earth I would expect. But terrorists—maybe they plan to do a raid into here, steal some of the darn things.”

“Maybe,” Jake said, sighing.

“I guess I don’t understand why we are taking them home for destruction,” Toad added. “The administration got
the political credit for signing the Chemical Weapons Treaty. If we keep our weapons, we can still credibly threaten massive retaliation if someone threatens us.”

“Pretty hard to agree to destroy the things, not do it, and then fulminate against other countries who don’t destroy theirs.”

“Hypocrisy never slowed down a politician,” Toad said sourly. “I guess I just never liked the idea of getting naked when everyone else at the party is fully dressed.”

“Who in Washington would ever authorize the use of CBW weapons?” Jake muttered. “Can you see a buttoned-down, blow-dried, politically correct American politician ever signing such an order?”

Both men stood with their elbows on the railing looking at the cargo ships. After a bit the admiral passed Toad the binoculars.

“Wonder if the National Security Agency is keeping this area under surveillance with satellites?” Toad mused.

“No one in Washington is going to tell us,” the admiral said matter-of-factly. He pointed to one of the two Aegis cruisers anchored nearby. “Leave that cruiser anchored here for the next few days. She can cover the base perimeter with her guns if push comes to shove. Have the cruiser keep her gun crews on five-minute alert, ammo on the trays, no liberty. After three days she can pull the hook and join us, and another cruiser can come anchor here.”

“Yes, sir.”

“There’s a marine battalion landing team aboard Kearsarge, which is supposed to rendezvous with us tomorrow. I want Kearsarge to stay with United States. We’ll put both ships in a race-track pattern about fifty miles south of here, outside Cuban territorial waters, and get on with our exercises. But we’ll keep a weather eye peeled on this base.”

“What about the base commander, sir? He may know more about this than we do.”

“Get on the ship-to-shore net and invite him to have dinner with me tonight. Send a helo in to pick him up.”


“Sir, your instructions specifically directed that you maintain a business-as-usual security posture.”

“I remember,” Jake said dryly.

“Of course, ‘business as usual’ is an ambiguous phrase,” Toad mused. “If anything goes wrong you can be blamed for not doing enough or doing too much, whichever way the wind blows.”

Jake Grafton snorted. “If a bunch of wild-eyed terrorists lay hands on those warheads, Tarkington, you and I will be fried, screwed, and tattooed regardless of what we did or didn’t do. We’ll have to will our bodies to science.”

“What about the CO of the cruiser, Admiral? What do we tell him?”

“Draft a top-secret message directing him to keep his people ready to shoot.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

“Nuestra Señora de Colón is sailing this evening for Norfolk. Have a destroyer accompany her until she is well out of Cuban waters.”

“Yo.” Toad was making notes on a small memo pad he kept in his hip pocket.

“And have the weather people give me a cloud-cover prediction for the next five days, or as far out as they can. I want to try to figure out what, if anything, the satellites might be seeing.”

“You mean, are they keeping an eye on the Cuban military?”

“Or terrorists. Whoever.”

“I’ll take care of it, sir.”

“I’m going to run a couple laps around the deck,” Jake Grafton added.

“May I suggest putting a company of marines ashore to do a security survey of the base perimeter? Strictly routine.”

“That sounds feasible,” Jake Grafton said. “Tonight let’s ask the base commander what he thinks.”

“Yessir.”


“Terrorists or the Cuban Army—wanna bet ten bucks? Take your pick.”

“I only bet on sure things, sir, like prizefights and Super Bowls, occasionally a cockroach race.”

“You’re wise beyond your years, Toad,” the admiral tossed over his shoulder as he headed for the hatch.

“That’s what I tell Rita,” Toad shot back. Rita Moravia was his wife.

Jake Grafton didn’t hear the rest of Toad’s comment. “And wisdom is a heavy burden, let me tell you. Real heavy. Sorta like biological warheads.” He put the binoculars to his eyes and carefully studied the naval base.




CHAPTER TWO

The night was hot and sultry, with lightning playing on the horizon. From his seat on the top row of the stadium bleachers Hector Juan de Dios Sedano kept an eye on the lightning, but the storms seemed to be moving north.

Everyone else in the stadium was watching the game. Hector’s younger brother, Juan Manuel “Ocho” Sedano, was the local team’s star pitcher. The eighth child of his parents, the Cuban fans had long ago dubbed him El Ocho. The family reduced the name to “Ocho.”

Tonight his fastball seemed on fire and his curve exceptional. The crowd cheered with every pitch. Twice the umpire called for the ball to examine it. Each time he handed it back to the catcher, who tossed it back to the mound as the fans hooted delightedly.

At the middle of the seventh inning Ocho had faced just twenty-two batters. Only one man had gotten to first base, and that on a bloop single just beyond the fingertips of the second baseman. The local team had scored four runs.

Hector Sedano leaned against the board fence behind him and applauded his brother as he walked from the mound. Ocho looked happy, relaxed—the confident, honest gaze of a star athlete who knows what he can do.

As Hector clapped, he spotted a woman coming through the crowd toward him. She smiled as she met his eyes, then took a seat beside him.

Here on the back bench Hector was about ten feet from the nearest fans. The board fence behind him was the wall of the stadium, fifteen feet above the ground.


“Did your friends come with you?” he asked, scanning the crowd.

“Oh, yes, the usual two,” she said, but didn’t bother to point to them.

Sedano found one of the men settling into a seat five rows down and over about thirty feet. A few seconds later he saw the other standing near the entrance where the woman had entered the stadium. These two were her bodyguards.

Her name was Mercedes. She was the widow of one of Hector’s brothers and the current mistress of Fidel Castro.

“How is Mima?”

Tomorrow was Hector’s mother’s birthday, and the clan was gathering.

“Fine. Looking forward to seeing everyone.”

“I used the birthday as an excuse. They don’t want me to leave the residence these days.”

“How bad is he?”

“Está to jodío. He’s done in. One doctor said two weeks, one three. The cancer is spreading rapidly.”

“What do you think?”

“I think he will live a while longer, but every night is more difficult. I sit with him. When he is sleeping he stops breathing for as much as half a minute before he resumes. I watch the clock, counting the seconds, wondering if he will breathe again.”

The home team’s center fielder stepped up to the plate. Ocho was the second batter. Standing in the warm-up circle with a bat in his hands, he scanned the faces in the crowd. Finally he made eye contact with Hector, nodded his head just enough to be seen, then concentrated on his warm-up swings.

“Who knows about this?” Hector asked Mercedes.

“Only a few people. Alejo is holding the lid on. The doctors are with him around the clock.” Alejo Vargas was the minister of the interior. His ministry’s Department of
State Security—the secret police—investigated and suppressed opposition and dissent.

“We have waited a long time,” Hector mused.

“Ese cabrón, we should have killed Vargas years ago,” Mercedes said, and smiled at a woman who turned around to look at her.

“We cannot win with his blood on our hands.”

“Alejo suspects you, I think.”

“I am just a Jesuit priest, a teacher.”

Mercedes snorted.

“He suspects everyone,” Hector added.

“Don’t be a fool.”

El Ocho stepped into the batter’s box to the roar of the crowd. He waggled the bat, cocked it, waited expectantly. His stance was perfect, his weight balanced, he was tense and ready—when he batted Hector could see Ocho’s magnificent talent. He looked so … perfect.

Ocho let the first ball go by … outside.

The second pitch was low.

The opposing pitcher walked around the mound, examined the ball, toed the rubber.

The fact was Ocho was a better batter than he was a pitcher. Oh, he was a great pitcher, but when he had a bat in his hands all his gifts were on display; the reflexes, the eyesight, the physique, the ability to wait for his pitch … .

The third pitch was a strike, belt-high, and Ocho got around on it and connected solidly. The ball rose into the warm, humid air and flew as if it had wings until it cleared the center field fence by a good margin.

“He caught it perfectly,” Mercedes said, admiration in her voice.

Ocho trotted the bases while everyone in the bleachers applauded. The opposing pitcher stood on the mound shaking his head in disgust.

Ocho’s manager was the first to greet him as he trotted toward the dugout. He pounded his star on the back, pumped his hand, beamed proudly, almost like a father.


“What else is happening?” Hector asked.

“The government has signed the casino agreement. Miramar, Havana, Varadero and Santiago. The consortium will provide fifty percent of the cost of an airport in Santiago.”

“They have been negotiating for what—three years?”

“Almost that.”

“Any sense of urgency on the part of the Cubans?”

“I sense none. The Americans were happy with the deal, so they signed.”

“Who are these Americans?”

“I thought they were Nevada casino people, but there were people in the background pulling strings, criminals, I think. They wanted assurances on prostitution and narcotics.”

The Cuban government had been negotiating agreements for foreign investment and development for years, mainly with Canadian and European companies. Tourism was now the largest industry in Cuba, bringing 1.5 million tourists a year to the island and keeping the economy afloat with hard currency. Now the Cuban government was openly negotiating with American companies, with all deals contingent upon the ending of the American economic embargo. Fidel Castro believed that he could put political pressure upon the American government to end the embargo by dangling development rights in front of American capitalists. Hector Sedano thought Fidel understood the Americans.

“The tobacco negotiator, Chance—how is he progressing?”

“He is talking to your brother Maximo. Then he is supposed to see Vargas. Tobacco will replace sugarcane as Cuba’s big crop, he says. The cigarettes will be manufactured here and marketed worldwide under American brands. The Americans will finance everything; Cuba will get a fifty-percent share of the business, across the board.”

“Is this Chance serious?”

“Apparently. The tobacco companies think their days are numbered in the United States. They want to move offshore,
escape the regulation that will eventually put them out of business.”

Hector sat silently, taking it all in as the uniformed players on the field played a game with rules. What a contrast with politics!

Mercedes was a treasure, a person with access to the highest levels of the Cuban government. She brought Hector Sedano information that even Castro probably didn’t have. The big question, of course, was how she learned it. Hector told himself repeatedly that he didn’t want to know, but of course he did.

He glanced at the woman sitting beside him. She was wearing a simple dress that did nothing to call attention to her figure, nor did it do anything to hide it.

She was a beautiful woman who needed no makeup and never wore any. Every man she met was attracted to her, an unremarkable fact, like the summer heat, which she didn’t seem to notice. Extraordinarily smart, with a near-photographic memory, she had almost no opportunities to use her talent in Cuban society.

Except as a spy.

“Will Maximo be at Mima’s party tomorrow?”

“He said he would.”

“Should I be shocked if he acts possessive?”

Mercedes glanced at him, raised an eyebrow. “He would not be so foolish.”

Well, just who was she sleeping with? Hector glanced at her repeatedly, wondering. She appeared to be concentrating on the ball game.

The only thing he knew for sure was that she wasn’t sleeping with him, and God knows he had thought about that far more than any priest ever should. Of course, priests were human and had to fight their urges, but still …

Castro … Of course she slept with him—she was his mistress—that was how she got access. But did she love him?


Or was she a cool, calculating tramp ready to change horses now that Castro was dying?

No. He shook his head, refusing to believe that of her.

Where did Maximo fit in? As he sat there contemplating that angle, he wondered how Maximo saw her?

Mercedes left after watching Ocho pitch an inning. He faced three batters and struck them all out.

When the game was over, Hector Sedano stayed in his seat and watched the crowd file out. He was still sitting there when someone shouted at him, “Hey, I turn out the lights now.”

The darkness that followed certainly wasn’t total. Small lights were illuminated over the exits, the lights of Havana lit up the sky, and lightning continued to flash on the horizon.

Sedano lit another cigar and smoked it slowly.

After a few minutes he saw the shape of a man making his way along the aisle toward him. The man sagged down on the bench several feet away.

“Good game tonight.” The man was the stadium keeper, Alfredo Garcia.

“Yes.”

“Your brother, El Ocho, was magnificent. Such talent, such presence.”

“We are very proud of him.”

“Why do you call him El Ocho?”

“He was the. eighth child. He has the usual half dozen names, but his brothers and I just call him Ocho.”

“I saw that she was here, with her security guards circling … . What did she say?”

“What makes you think she tells me anything?”

“Come, my friend. Someone whispers in your ear.”

“And someone is whispering to Alejo Vargas.”

“You suspect me?”

“I think you are just stupid enough to take money from the Americans and money from Alejo Vargas and think neither of them will find out about the other.”


“My God, man! Think of what you are saying!” Alfredo moved closer. Sedano could see his face, which was almost as white as his shirt.

“I am thinking.”

“You have my life in your hands. I had to trust you with my life when I first approached you. Nothing has changed.”

Sedano puffed on the cigar in silence, studying Garcia’s features. Born in America of Cuban parents, Garcia had been a priest. He couldn’t leave the women alone, however, and ultimately got mixed up with some topless dancers running an “escort” service in East St. Louis. After a few months the feds busted him for violation of the Mann Act, moving women across state lines for immoral purposes, i.e., prostitution. After the church canned him, he jumped bail and fled to Cuba. Garcia had been in Cuba several years when he was recruited by the CIA, which asked him to approach Sedano.

Hector Sedano had no doubt that Garcia had the ear of the American government—in the past four years he had supplied Sedano with almost a million dollars in cash and enough weapons to supply a small army. The money and weapons always arrived when and where Garcia said they would. Still, the question remained, who else did the man talk to?

Who did his control talk to?

Hector had stockpiled the weapons, hidden them praying they would never be needed. He used the money for travel expenses and bribes. Without money to bribe the little fish he would have landed in prison years ago.

Hector Sedano shook his head to clear his thoughts. He was living on the naked edge, had been there for years. And life wasn’t getting any easier.

“Castro is dying,” he said. “It is a matter of weeks, or so the doctors say.”

Alfredo Garcia took a deep breath and exhaled audibly.

“I tell you now man-to-man, Alfredo. The records of Alejo Vargas will soon be placed in my hands. If you have
betrayed me or the people of Cuba, you had better find a way to get off this planet, because there is no place on it you can hide, not from me, not from the CIA, not from the men and women you betrayed.”

“I have betrayed no one,” Alfredo Garcia said. “God? Yes. But no man.”

He went away then, leaving Sedano to smoke in solitude.

Fidel Castro dying! Hector Sedano could hear his heart beat as he tried to comprehend the reality of that fact.

Millions of people were waiting for his death, some patiently, most impatiently, many with a feeling of impending doom. Castro had ruled Cuba as an absolute dictator since 1959: the revolution that he led did nothing more than topple the old dictator and put a new one in his place. Castro jettisoned fledgling democracy, embraced communism and used raw demagoguery to consolidate his total, absolute power. He prosecuted and executed his enemies and confiscated the property of anyone who might be against him. Hundreds of thousands of Cubans fled, many to America.

Castro’s embrace of communism and seizure of the assets of the foreign corporations that had invested in Cuba, assets worth several billions of dollars, were almost preordained, inevitable. Predictably, most of those corporations were American. Also predictably, the United States government retaliated with a diplomatic and economic blockade that continued to this day.

After seizing the assets of the American corporations who owned most of Cuba, Castro had little choice: he had to have the assistance of a major power, so he substituted the Soviet Union for the United States as Cuba’s patron. The only good thing about the substitution was that the Soviet Union was a lot farther away than Florida. Theirs was never a partnership of equals: the Soviets humiliated Fidel at almost every turn in the road. When communism collapsed in the Soviet Union in the early 1990s, Cuba was cut adrift as an expensive luxury that the newly democratic
Russia could ill afford. That twist of fate was a cruel blow to Cuba, which despite Castro’s best efforts still was a slave to sugarcane.

Through it all, Castro survived. Never as popular as his supporters believed, he was never as unpopular as the exiles claimed. The truth of the matter was that Castro was Cuban to the core and fiercely independent, and he had kept Cuba that way. His demagoguery played well to poor peasants who had nothing but their pride. The trickle of refugees across the Florida Straits acted as a safety valve to rid the regime of its worst enemies, the vociferous critics with the will and tenacity to cause serious problems. In the Latin tradition, the Cubans who remained submitted to Castro, even respected him for thumbing his nose at the world. A dictator he might be, but he was “our” dictator.

A new day was about to dawn in Cuba, a day without Castro and the baggage of communism, ballistic missiles, and invasion, a new day without bitter enmity with the United States. Just what that day would bring remained to be seen, but it was coming.

The exiles wanted justice, and revenge; the peons who lived in the exiles’ houses, now many families to a building, feared being dispossessed. The foreign corporations that Castro so cavalierly robbed wanted compensation. Everyone wanted food, and jobs, and a future. It seemed as if the bills for all the past mistakes were about to come due and payable at once.

Hector Sedano would have a voice in that future, if he survived. He sat smoking, contemplating the coming storm.

Mercedes was of course correct about the danger posed by Alejo Vargas. Mix Latin machismo and a willingness to do violence to gain one’s own ends, add generous dollops of vainglory, egotism, and paranoia, stir well, and you have the makings of a truly fine Latin American dictator, self-righteous, suspicious, trigger-happy, and absolutely ruthless. Fidel Alejandro Castro Ruz came out of that mold: Alejo Vargas, Hector knew, was merely another. He could
not make this observation to Mercedes, whom Hector suspected of loving Fidel—he needed her cooperation.

 


Alfredo Garcia found a seat near the ticket-taker’s booth from where he could see the shadowy figure on the top row of the bleachers. He was so nervous he twitched.

Like Hector Sedano, he too was in awe of the news he had just learned: Fidel Castro was dying.

Alfredo Garcia trembled as he thought about it. That priest in the top row of the bleachers was one of the contenders for power in post-Castro Cuba. There were others of course, Alejo Vargas, the Minister of Interior and head of the secret police, prominently among them.

Yes, Garcia talked to the secret police of Alejo Vargas—he had to. No one could refuse the Department of State Security, least of all a fugitive from American justice seeking sanctuary.

And of course he cooperated on an ongoing basis. Vargas’s spies were everywhere, witnessed every conversation, every meal, every waking moment … or so it seemed. One could never be certain what the secret police knew from other sources, what they were just guessing at, what he was their only source for. Garcia had handled this reality the only way he could: he answered direct questions with a bit of the truth—if he knew it—and volunteered nothing.

If the secret police knew Alfredo had a CIA contact they had never let on. They did know Hector Sedano was a power in the underground although they seemed to think he was a small fish.

Garcia thought otherwise. He thought Hector Sedano was the most powerful man in Cuba after Fidel Castro, even more powerful than Alejo Vargas.

Why didn’t Hector understand the excruciating predicament that Alfredo Garcia found himself in? Certainly Hector knew what it was like to have few options, or none at all.

Alfredo was a weak man. He had never been able to
resist the temptations of the flesh. God had forgiven him, of that he was sure, but would Hector Sedano?

As he sat in the darkness watching Hector, Alfredo Garcia smiled grimly. One of the contenders for power in post-Castro Cuba would be Hector’s own brother, Maximo Luís Sedano, the finance minister. Maximo was Fidel’s most trusted lieutenant, one of his inner circle. Three years older than Hector, he had lived and breathed Castro’s revolution all his life, willingly standing in the great man’s shadow. Those days were about over, and Maximo’s friends whispered that he was ready—he wanted more. That was the general street gossip that Garcia heard, and like most gossip, he thought it probably had a kernel of truth inside.

For his part, Maximo probably thought his only serious rival was Alejo Vargas. He was going to get a bad shock in the near future.

And then there were the exiles. God only knew what those fools would do when Fidel breathed his last.

Yes, indeed, when Fidel died the fireworks would begin.

 


Hector Sedano was taking the last few puffs on his cigar when his youngest brother, El Ocho, climbed the bleachers. Ocho settled onto a bench in front of Hector and leaned back so that he could rest his feet on the bench in front of him.

“You played well tonight. The home run was a thing of beauty.”

“It’s just a game.”

“And you play it well.”

Ocho snorted. “Just a game,” he repeated.

“All of life is a game,” his older brother told him, and ground out his cigar.

“Was that Mercedes I saw talking to you earlier?”

“She is here for Mima’s birthday.”

Ocho nodded. He seemed to gather himself before he spoke again.


“My manager, Diego Coca, wants me to go to the United States.”

Hector let that statement lie there. Sometimes Ocho said outrageous things to get a reaction. Hector had quit playing that game years ago.

“Diego says I could play in the major leagues.”

“Do you believe him?”

Ocho turned toward his older brother and closest friend. “Diego is a dreamer. I look good playing this game because the other players are not so good. The pitch I hit out tonight was a belt-high fastball right down the middle. American major league pitchers don’t throw stuff like that because all those guys can hit it.”

“Could you pitch there?”

“In Cuba my fastball is a little faster than everyone else’s. My curve breaks a little more. In America all the pitchers have a good fastball and breaking ball. Everyone is better.”

Hector laughed. “So you aren’t interested in going to America and getting rich, like your uncle Tomas?” Tomas had defected ten years ago while a team of baseball stars was on a trip to Mexico City. He now owned five dry-cleaning plants in metropolitan Miami. Oh, yes, Tomas was getting rich!

“I’m not good enough to play in the big leagues. Diego tells me I am. I think he believes it. He wants me to go, take him with me, sign a big contract. I’m his chance.”

“He wants to go with you?”

“That’s right.”

“On a boat?”

“He says he knows a man who has a boat. He can take us to Florida, where people will be waiting.”

“You believe that?”

“Diego does. That is what is important.”

“You owe Diego a few hours of sweat on the baseball field, nothing else.”


Ocho didn’t reply. He lay back on his elbows and wiggled his feet.

“Why don’t you tell me all of it?” Hector suggested gently.

Ocho didn’t look at him. After a bit he said, “I got Diego’s daughter pregnant. Dora, the second one.”

“He knows this?”

Ocho nodded affirmatively.

“So marry the girl. This is an embarrassment, not dishonor. My God, Mima was pregnant when Papa married her! Welcome to the world, Ocho. And congratulations.”

“Diego is the girl’s father.”

“I will talk to him,” Hector said. “You are both young, with hot blood in your veins. Surely he will understand. I will promise him that you will do the right thing by this girl. You will stand up with her in church, love her, cherish her … .”

“Diego wants the best for her, for the baby, for me.”

“For himself.”

“And for himself, yes. He wants us to go on his friend’s boat to America. I will play baseball and earn much money and we will live the good life in America. That is his dream.”

“I see,” said Hector Sedano, and leaned back against the fence. “Is it yours?”

“I haven’t told anyone else,” Ocho said, meaning the family.

“Are you going to tell Mima?”

“Not on her birthday. I thought maybe you could tell her, after we get to America.”

“Está loco, Ocho. This boat … you could all drown. Hundreds—thousands of people have drowned out there. The sea swallows them. They leave here and are never heard from again.”

Ocho studied his toes.

“If they catch you, the Americans will send you back. They don’t want boat people.”


“Diego Coca says that—”

“Damn Diego Coca! The Cuban Navy will probably catch you before you get out of sight of Mima’s house. Pray that they do, that you don’t die out there in the Gulf Stream. And if you are lucky enough to survive the trip to Florida, the Americans will arrest you, put you in a camp at Guantánamo Bay. Even if you get back to Cuba, the government won’t let you play baseball again. You’ll spend your life in the fields chopping cane. Think about that!”

Ocho sat silently, listening to the insects.

“Did you give Diego Coca money?” Hector asked.

“Yes.”

“Want to tell me how much?”

“No.”

“You’re financing his dream, Ocho.”

“At least he’s got one.”

“What’s that mean?”

“It means what I said. At least Diego Coca has a dream. He doesn’t want to sit rotting on this goddamned island while life passes him by. He doesn’t want that for his daughter or her kid.”

“He doesn’t want that for himself.”

Ocho threw up his hands.

Hector pressed on, relentlessly. “Diego Coca should get on that boat and follow his dream, if that is his dream. You and Dora should get married. Announce the wedding tomorrow at Mima’s party—these people are your flesh and blood. Cuba is your country, your heritage. You owe these people and this country all that you are, all that you will ever be.”

“Cuba is your dream, Hector.”

“And what is yours? I ask you a second time.”

Ocho shook his head like a mighty bull. “I do not wish to spend my life plotting against the government, making speeches, waiting to be arrested, dreaming of a utopia that will never be. That is life wasted.”

Hector thought before he answered. “What you say is
true. Yet until things change in Cuba it is impossible to dream other dreams.”

Ocho Sedano got to his feet. He was a tall, lanky young man with long, ropy muscles.

“Just wanted you to know,” he said.

“A man must have a dream that is larger than he is or life has little meaning.”

“Didn’t figure you would think it was a good idea.”

“I don’t.”

“Or else you would have gone yourself.”

“Ocho, I ask you a personal favor. Wait two weeks. Don’t go for two weeks. See how the world looks in two weeks before you get on that boat.”

Hector could see the pain etched on Ocho’s face. The younger man looked him straight in the eye.

“The boat won’t wait.”

“I ask this as your brother, who has never asked you for anything. I ask you for Mima, who cherishes you, and for Papa, who watches you from heaven. Have the grace to say yes to my request. Two weeks.”

“The boat won’t wait, Hector. Diego wants this. Dora wants this. I have no choice.”

With that Ocho turned and leaped lightly from bench to bench until he got to the field. He walked across the dark, deserted diamond and disappeared into the home team’s dugout.

 


Although he was born in Cuba, El Gato’s parents took him to Miami when he was a toddler, before the Cuban revolution. He had absolutely no memory of Cuba. In fact, he thought of himself as an American. English was the language he knew best, the language he thought in. He had learned Spanish at home as a youngster, understood it well, and spoke it with a flavored accent. Still, hearing nothing but Cuban Spanish spoken around him for days gave him a bit of cultural shock.

He and two of his bodyguards had flown to Mexico City,
then to Havana. He had always kept his contacts with the Cuban government a deep, dark, jealously guarded secret, but rumors had reached him, rumors that Castro was sick, that important changes in Cuba were in the wind. The rumors had the feel of truth; his instincts told him.

El Gato, the Cat, didn’t get rich by ignoring his instincts. He decided to go to Cuba and take the risk of explaining it away later. If the exiles in Florida ever got the idea that he had double-crossed them, money or no money, they would take their revenge.

Courage was one of El Gato’s long suits. He didn’t accumulate a fortune worth almost a half billion dollars by being timid. So he and his bodyguards boarded the plane. That was almost a week ago. He had been steadily losing money in the casinos every day since while waiting. Now the waiting was over.

Tonight he was to see the man he came to meet, Alejo Vargas. In five minutes.

He checked his watch, then pocketed his chips and walked for the door of the club, the Tropicana, the jewel of Havana. His bodyguards joined him, like shadows.

El Gato left the casino via the back entrance. The three men walked a block to a large black limousine sitting by the curb and climbed into the rear seats.

Two men were sitting on the front-facing seats.

“El Gato, welcome to Havana. I confess, I didn’t think we would ever meet on Cuban soil.”

“Miracles never cease, Señor Vargas. The world turns, the sun rises and sets and we all get older day by day. Wise men change with the times.”

“Quite so. This is Colonel Santana, head of the Department of State Security.”

El Gato nodded politely at Santana, then introduced his bodyguards, men Santana didn’t even bother to look at.

“I was hoping, Señor Vargas, that you and I might have a private conversation, perhaps while these gentlemen watched from a small distance?”


Vargas nodded his assent, pushed a button, and spoke into an intercom to the driver. After about fifteen minutes of travel, during which nothing was said, the limo pulled up to a curb and all the men got out. The car was sitting on a breakwater near Morro Castle, with the dark battlements looming above them in the glare of Havana reflecting off the clouds.

Vargas and El Gato began strolling.

“The cargo is aboard,” El Gato said, “and the ship has sailed. I presume you kept me waiting to see if that event would occur.”

“When you proposed this operation, I had my doubts. I still do.”

“I cannot guarantee success,” El Gato said. “I do everything within my power to make success possible, but sometimes the world does not turn my way. I understand that, and I keep trying anyway.”

“The waiting will soon be over,” Vargas said.

“Indeed. In many ways. I hear rumors that Fidel will not be with us much longer.”

Vargas didn’t reply to that remark.

“Change is rapidly coming to Cuba,” El Gato began, “and the thought occurred to me that a man with friends in Cuba under the new order would be in an enviable position.”

“You have such friends?”

“I am here to test the water, so to speak, to learn if I do.”

“After your years of opposition to Castro, any friends you have will not be very vocal about it.”

“Noisy friends I have aplenty in Florida. No, the kind of friends I need are the kind who keep their friendship to themselves and help when help is needed, who give approvals when asked, who nod yes at the appropriate time.”

“How much money have you given the exiles’ political movements over the years?”

“You wish to know the figure?”


“Yes. I wish to learn if you will be honest with me. Obviously I have sources and some idea of the amount. Come now, impress me with your frankness and your honesty.”

“Over five million American,” El Gato said.

This was twice the figure Vargas expected, and he looked at the American sharply. If El Gato was lying, exaggerating the number to impress Vargas, it didn’t show in his face.

“Some of that money, a small amount it is true, came directly from the Cuban government,” El Gato said. “I believe you authorized those payments.”

“You have a sense of the sardonic, I see,” Vargas said without humor. One got the impression he had not smiled in his lifetime, nor would he.

El Gato nodded.

“You had a commodity to sell, we wished to buy. We paid a fair price.”

“Come, come, Señor Vargas. Let’s not pretend with each other. I arranged for you to acquire the equipment and chemicals necessary to create a biological warfare program. What you have done with those chemicals and equipment I don’t know, nor do I want to know. But you know as well as I that if the American government found out about the sale I would be ruined. And you know that I made no profit in the transaction.”

Vargas nodded, a dip of the head.

“Nor have I asked for money for arranging to steal Nuestra Señora.”

“That is true, but if the operation succeeds, we would have paid a fair amount.”

“I do not want your money.”

“You want something. What?”

El Gato walked a few paces with his hands in his pockets before he spoke. “After Castro I envision a Cuba much more friendly to American interests, more open to a free flow of capital in and out. A great many people in the
United States have a great deal of money accumulated that they want to invest in Cuba, which they will do as soon as the United States government allows them to do so, and as soon as the Cuban government guarantees these investors that their investment will not be confiscated or stolen with hidden taxes or demands for graft. A man who could guarantee that his friends would be fairly treated in Cuba could make a lot of money. He would be a patron, if you will. And if he carefully screened his friends, Cuba would get a vetted flow of capable investors who would perform as promised.”

“Something for everyone,” Vargas said.

“Precisely.”

“Just so that I understand—are you suggesting that you want to be that man, el jefecito?”

“I could do it, I believe.”

“The exiles expect to come to Cuba at Castro’s death and take over the country. They want billions in repatriations. I tell you now, you have helped fuel their expectations with your five million dollars.”

What he failed to mention was the fact that the Cuban government had played to the fears of the peons who stayed, telling them they would be thrown from their homes if the exiles ever returned.

El Gato smiled. “Like the exiles, you fail to clearly see the situation. They are Americans. They make more money in America than they ever could in Cuba. They will never return in significant numbers. In fact, if the borders are thrown open, the net human flow will be toward the United States, not back to Cuba. If the American government would allow it, a million Cubans a year would leave this island. You would be wise to let people go where they wish to go.”

“You are saying the exile problem will just disappear?”

“Except for a few bitter old men, yes, I believe it will. The young ones have gotten on with their lives. They have no old scores to settle.”


“So you betray these old ones for your own profit?”

“Señor Vargas, if they wish to nurse old grudges and dream of a time which is long past and will never come again, who am I to tell them no? Most of these people are quite harmless. Those who aren’t can be dealt with when they cause problems. A public apology to dispossessed old people, a plea for healing, a few pesos, and the exiles could be appeased.”

“Assassination plots against Castro and the like?”

“Plots that never get off the ground are harmless. Let them have their meetings and their thunderous denunciations. These people will pass from the scene soon enough.”

Vargas made a gesture of irritation. He had his own opinions and didn’t really wish to hear other people’s. “Colonel Santana will take you and your men to your hotel.”

“Thank you.”

“I can promise you very little, El Gato. I understand that you cannot guarantee the future, but the North Koreans must fulfill their part of our bargain. If they do, there is a chance, just a chance, that I may rule after Castro.”

El Gato waited.

Vargas continued: “I will not forget what you did for me, for Cuba. If the day ever comes when I am in a position to help you, feel free to ask. What I can do then will have to be decided upon that day.”

“That is more than I hoped for,” El Gato said, genuine warmth obvious in his voice. “I thank you for that promise.”




CHAPTER THREE

The F-14 Tomcat hung suspended in an infinite blue sky, over an infinite blue sea. Or so it seemed to Jake Grafton, who sat in the front cockpit taking it all in. Behind him Toad Tarkington was working the radar, searching the sky ahead. The air was dead calm today, so without a visual reference there was no sensation of motion. The puffy clouds on the surface of the sea seemed to be marching uniformly toward the rear of the aircraft, almost as if the sky were spinning under the airplane.

The fighter was cruising at 31,000 feet, heading northwestward parallel with the southern coast of Cuba, about a hundred and fifty miles offshore.

“I sure am glad you got us off the ship, sir,” Tarkington said cheerfully. “A little flying helps clean out the pipes, keeps everything in perspective.”

“That it does,” Jake agreed, and stretched.

He had the best job in the navy, he thought. As a battle group commander he could still fly—indeed, an occasional flight was part of the job description. Yet his flying days would soon be over: in just two months he was scheduled to turn over the command to another admiral and be on his way somewhere.

He searched the empty sky automatically as he thought again about where the next set of orders might send him. If the people in the flag detailing office in the Pentagon had a clue, they certainly weren’t talking.

Ah, it would all work out. The powers that be would send him another set of orders or retire him, and it really
didn’t matter much which way it went. Everyone has to move on sooner or later, so why not now?

Maybe he should just submit his retirement papers, get on with the rest of his life.

With his right hand he hit the emergency disconnect for the autopilot, which worked as it should.

Without touching the throttles, Jake Grafton smoothly lifted the nose and began feeding in left stick. Nose climbing, wing dropping … rolling smoothly through the inverted position, though with only seventy degrees of heading change. The nose continued down—keep the roll in!—and the G increased as the fighter came out of the dive and back to the original heading, only 1,400 below the entry altitude. Ta-ta! There you have it—a sloppy barrel roll!

Jake kept the stick back and started a barrel roll to the right.

“Are you okay up there, sir?” Toad Tarkington asked anxiously.

“You ask that of me? The world’s finest aerobatic pilot? Have you no respect?”

“These whifferdills are not quite up to your usual world-class standards, so one wonders. Could it be illness, decrepitude, senility?”

They were passing the inverted positon when Jake said, “Just for that, Tarkington, you can put us on the flight schedule every day so we can practice. An hour and a half of high-G maneuvers seven times a week will tech you to respect your elders.”

“You got that right,” Toad replied, and moaned as if he were in pain as Jake lifted the Tomcat into a loop.

“War Ace One Oh Four, this is Sea Hawk. You have traffic to the northwest, one hundred miles, heading south at about 30,000.”

“Roger, Sea Hawk.”

Coming down the back side of the loop, Jake turned to the northwest.


“Admiral, I know you think I was loafing back here,” Toad said obsequiously, “but I had that guy on the scope. Honest! I was just gonna say something when that E-2 guy beat me to the switch.”

“Sure, Toad. These things happen. If you’re going to nap, next time bring a pillow.”

“This guy is coming south, like he’s out of some base in central Cuba, about our altitude. Heck of a coincidence, huh?”

The F-14 had an optical camera mounted in the nose that was slaved to the radar cross-hairs.

“Tell me when you see him,” Jake murmured.

“Be a couple miles yet. Let’s come right ten degrees just for grins and see what happens.”

Jake again had the fighter on autopilot. He pushed the stick right, then leveled on the new course.

At fifty miles Toad had the other airplane on the screen of his monitor. A silver airplane, fighter size, with the sun glinting off its skin. The electronic countermeasures (ECM) panel lit up as the F-14’s sensors picked up the emissions of the other plane’s radar.

“A MiG-29,” Jake said.

“What’s he doing out here?” Toad wondered.

“Same thing as we are. Out flying around seeing what is what.”

“I thought the Cubans had retired their MiG-29s. Couldn’t keep paying the bills on ’em.”

“Well, at least one is still operational.”

Even as they watched, the MiG altered course to the left so that he would have a chance to turn in behind the F-14 when their flight paths converged.

Jake Grafton was suddenly sure he didn’t want the MiG behind him. The Soviets specifically designed the MiG-29 to be able to defeat the F-14, F-15, F-16 and F/A-18 in close combat; it was, probably, the second-best fighter in the world (the best being the Sukhoi Su-27 Flanker). Jake altered course so the two planes would converge head-on.


What would the MiG pilot do?

If the Cuban pilot opened fire over the ocean, over a hundred miles from land, who would ever know?

“Sea Hawk, One Oh Four, are you getting this on tape?”

“Yes, sir. We’re recording.”

“This bogey is a MiG-29.”

“Roger that. We’ve been tracking him for twenty-five minutes now.”

The range was closing rapidly, but still Jake didn’t see the MiG. He looked at the target dot in the heads-up display, but the sky was huge and the Cuban fighter too far away, although it was almost as large as the F-14.

The MiG was about four miles away when Jake finally saw it, a winged silver glint that shot by just under his right wing. Jake Grafton disconnected the autopilot and slammed the stick over.

He pulled carefully, cleanly, craned his head and braced himself with his left hand as he kept the turning MiG in sight.

The Cuban fighter rolled out of his turn heading north. Jake leveled out on a parallel course. Careful not to point his nose at the Cuban, Jake let the Tomcat drift closer on a converging course.

When the planes were less than a hundred yards apart, he slowed the closure rate but kept moving in.

Finally the two planes were in formation with their wingtips about twenty yards apart.

“Look at that thing, would you?” Toad enthused. “Have you ever seen a more gorgeous airplane?”

“I hear it’s a real dream machine,” Jake agreed.

“Oh, baby, the lines, the curves … The Russians sure know how to design flying machines.”

“If this guy has to jump out of that thing,” Jake asked Toad, “do you think Cuban Air-Sea Rescue is going to come pick him up?”

“I doubt it,” Toad replied. “And I suspect he knows that.”


“He’s got a set of cojones on him,” Jake said. “Bet he can fly the hell out of that thing, too.”

 


In the Cuban fighter, Major Carlos Corrado took his time looking over the American plane. This was the first time he had ever seen an F-14. Amazing how big they were, with the two men and the missiles under the wings.

Carlos was lucky he had this hunk of hot Russian iron to fly, technical generations ahead of the MiG-19s and 21s that equipped the bulk of Cuba’s tactical squadrons, and he damn well knew it. Cuba owned three dozen MiG-29s and had precisely one operational—mis one—which Corrado kept flying by the simple expedient of cannibalizing parts from the others.

He checked his fuel. He had enough, just enough, to get home. Sure, he had no business being out here over the ocean, but he wanted to fly today and the Cuban ground control intercept (GCI) controller said the American was here. One thing led to another and here he was.

Now Carlos Corrado was on course to return to his base near the city of Cienfuegos, on Cuba’s southern coast. He checked the compass, the engine instruments, then turned back to studying the American plane, which hung there on the end of his wing as if it were painted on the sky.

A minute went by, then the man in the front seat of the American plane raised his hand and waved. Carlos returned the gesture as the big American fighter turned away to the right and immediately began falling behind. Carlos twisted his body in his seat to keep the F-14 in sight for as long as possible. Big as it was, the F-14 disappeared into the eastern sky with startling rapidity.

Carlos Corrado turned in his seat and eased the position of his butt.

The Americans were two or three technical generations beyond the Cubans, so far ahead that most Cuban military men regarded American capabilities as almost superhuman. They had read of the Gulf War, of the satellites and computers
and smart weapons. Unlike his colleagues, Corrado was not frightened by the Americans. Impressed by their military capability, but not frightened.

If I were smarter, he thought now, I would be frightened

But the Americans and Cubans would never fight. They had not fought since the Bay of Pigs and doubtless never would. Castro would soon be gone and a new government would take over and Cuba would become a new American suburb, another little beach island baking in the sun south of Miami, Key Cuba. When that happy day came, Carlos Corrado told himself, he was going to America and get a decent flying job that paid real money.

 


Doña Maria Vieuda de Sedano’s daughters arrived first, in the early afternoon, to tidy up and do the cooking for the guests. They had married local men who worked the sugarcane and saw her every day. In truth, they looked after her, helped her dress, prepared her meals, cleaned and washed the clothes.

It was infuriating to be disabled, to be unable to do! The arthritis that crippled her hands and feet made even simple tasks difficult and complex tasks out of the question.

Doña Maria managed to shuffle to her favorite chair on the tiny porch without help. Her small house sat on the western edge of the village. From the porch she could see several of her neighbors’ houses and a wide sweep of the road. Across the road was a huge field of cane. A cane-cooking factory stood about a half mile farther west. When the harvest began, the stacks belched smoke and the fumes of cooking sugar drifted for miles on the wind.

Beyond all this, almost lost in the distance, was the blue of the ocean, a thin line just below the horizon, bluer than the distant sky. The wind coming in off the sea kept the temperature down and prevented insects from becoming a major nuisance.

The porch was the only thing Dona Maria really liked about the house, though after fifty-two years in residence
God knows she had some memories. Small, just four rooms, with a palm-leaf roof, this house had been the center of her adult life. Here she moved as a young bride with her husband, bore her children, raised them, cried and laughed with them, buried two of the ten, watched the others grow up and marry and move away. And here she watched her husband die of cancer.

He had died … sixteen years ago, sixteen years in November.

You never think about outliving your spouse when you are young. Never think about what comes afterward, after happiness, after love. Then, too soon, the never-thought-about future arrives.

She sat on the porch and looked at the clouds floating above the distant ocean, almost like ships, sailing someplace … .

She had lived her whole life upon this island, every day of it, had never been farther from this house than Havana, and that on just two occasions: once when she was a teenage girl, on a marvelous expedition with her older sister, and once when her son Maximo was sworn in as the minister of finance.

She had met Fidel Castro on that visit to the capital, felt the power of his personality, like a fire that warmed everyone within range. Oh, what a man he was, tall, virile, full of life.

No wonder Maximo orbited Fidel’s star. His brother Jorge, her eldest, had been one of Castro’s most dedicated disciples, espousing Marxism and Cuban nationalism, refusing to listen to the slightest criticism of his hero. Jorge, dead of heart failure at the age of forty-two, another dreamer.

All the Sedanos were dreamers, she thought, poverty-stricken dreamers trapped on this sun-washed island in a sun-washed sea, isolated from the rest of humankind, the rest of the species … .

She thought of Jorge when she saw Mercedes, his
widow, climb from the car. The men in the car glanced at her seated on the porch, didn’t wave, merely drove on, leaving Mercedes standing in the road.

“Hola, Mima.”

Jorge, cheated of life with this woman, whom he loved more than anything, more than Castro, more than his parents, more than anything, for the Sedanos were also great lovers.

“Hola, my pretty one. Come sit beside me.”

As she stepped on the porch, Dona Maria said, “Thank you for coming.”

“It is nothing. We both loved Jorge … .”

“Jorge …”

Mercedes looked at Maria’s hands, took them in her own, as if they weren’t twisted and crippled. She kissed the older woman, then sat on a bench beside her and looked at the sea.

“It is still there. It never changes.”

“Not like we do.”

The emotions twisted Mercedes’s insides, made her eyes tear. Here in this place she had had so much, then with no warning it was gone, as if a mighty tide had swept away all that she valued, leaving only sand and rock.

Jorge—oh, what a man he was, a dreamer and lover and believer in social justice. A true believer, without a selfish bone in his body … and of course he had died young, before he realized how much reality differed from his dreams.

He lived and died a crusader for justice and Cuba and all of that … and left her to grow old alone … lonely in the night, looking for someone who cared about something besides himself.

She bit her lip and looked down at Dona Maria’s hands, twisted and misshapen. On impulse leaned across and kissed the older woman on the cheek.

“God bless you, dear child,” Dona Maria said.

Ocho came walking along the road, trailed by four of the neighborhood children who were skipping and laughing
and trying to make him smile. When he turned in at his mother’s gate, the children scampered away.

Everyone on the porch turned and looked at him, called a greeting as he quickly covered the three or four paces of the path. Ocho was the Greek god, with the dark hair atop a perfect head, a perfect face, a perfect body … tall, with broad shoulders and impossibly narrow hips, he moved like a cat. He dominated a room, radiating masculinity like a beacon, drawing the eyes of every woman there. Even his mother couldn’t take her eyes from him, Mercedes noted, and grinned wryly. This last child—she bore Ocho when she was forty-four—even Dona Maria must wonder about the combination of genes that produced him.

Normally an affable soul, Ocho had little to say this evening. He grunted monosyllables to everyone, kissed his mother and Mercedes and his sisters perfunctorily, then found a corner of the porch in which to sit.

Women threw themselves at Ocho, and he never seemed to notice. It was almost as if he didn’t want the women who wanted him. He was sufficiently different from most of the men Mercedes knew that she found him intriguing. And perhaps, she reflected, that was the essence of his charm.

Maximo Luis Sedano’s sedan braked to a stop in a swirl of dust. He bounded from the car, strode toward the porch, shouting names, a wide grin on his face. He gently gathered his mother in his arms, kissed her on both her cheeks and forehead, kissed each hand, knelt to look into her face.

Mercedes didn’t hear what he said; he spoke only for his mother’s ears. When she looked away from Maximo and his mother she was surprised to see Maximo’s wife climbing the steps to the porch. Maximo’s wife—just what was her name?—condemned forever to be invisible in the glare of the great man’s spotlight.

Another dominant personality—the Sedanos certainly produced their share of those—Maximo was a prisoner of his birth. Cuba was far too small for him. Amazingly, because
life rarely works out just right, he had found one of the few occupations in Castro’s Cuba that allowed him to travel, to play on a wider field. As finance minister he routinely visited the major capitals of Europe, Central and South America.

Just now he gave his mother a gift, which he opened for her as his sisters leaned forward expectantly, trying to see.

French chocolates! He opened the box and let his mother select one, then passed the rare delicacy around to all.

The sisters stared at the box, rubbed their fingers across the metallic paper, sniffed the delicious scent, then finally, reluctantly, selected one candy and passed the box on.

One of the sisters’ husbands whispered to the other, just loud enough for Mercedes to overhear: “Would you look at that? We ate potatoes and plantains last month, all month, and were lucky to get them.”

The other brother-in-law whispered back, “For three days last week we had absolutely nothing. My brother brought us a fish.”

“Well, the dons in government are doing all right. That’s the main thing.”

Mercedes sat listening to the babble of voices, idly comparing Maximo’s clean, white hands to those of the sisters’ husbands, rough, callused, work-hardened. If the men were different, the women weren’t. Maximo’s wife wore a chic, fashionable French dress as she sat now with Dona Maria’s daughters, whispering with them, but inside the clothes she was still one of them in a way that Maximo would never be again. He had traveled too far, grown too big … .

Mercedes was thinking these thoughts when Hector arrived, walking along the road. Even Maximo stopped talking to one of his brothers, the doctor, when he saw Hector coming up the path to the porch.

“Happy birthday, Mima.”

Hector, Jesuit priest, politician, revolutionary … he spoke softly to his mother, kissed her cheek, shook Maximo’s hand, looked him in the eye as he ate a chocolate,
kissed each of his sisters and touched the arms and hands of their husbands and his brothers, the doctor and the automobile mechanic.

Ocho was watching Hector, waiting for him to reach for his hand, his lips quivering.

Mercedes couldn’t quite believe what she was seeing, Hector hugging Ocho, holding him and rocking back and forth, the young man near tears.

Then the moment passed.

Hector refused to release his grip on his brother, led him to Dona Maria, gently made him sit at her feet and placed her hands in his.

Ah, yes, Hector Sedano. If anyone could, it would be you.

 


“They do not appreciate you,” Maximo’s wife told him as they rode back to Havana in his car.

“They are so ignorant,” she added, slightly embarrassed that she and her husband should have to spend an evening with peasants in such squalid surroundings.

Of course, they were his family and one had duties, but still … He had worked so hard to earn his standing and position, it was appalling that he should have to make a pilgrimage back to such squalor.

And his relatives! The old woman, the sisters … crippled, ignorant, dirty, uncouth … it was all a bit much.

And Hector, the priest who was a secret politician! A man who used the Church for counterrevolutionary treason.

“Surely he must know that you are aware of his political activities,” she remarked now to her husband, who frowned at the shacks and sugarcane fields they were driving past.

“He knows,” Maximo murmured.

“Europe was so nice,” his wife said softly. “I don’t mean to be uncharitable, but truly it is a shame that we must return to this!”

Maximo wasn’t paying much attention.

“I keep hoping that someday we shall go to Europe and
never return,” she whispered. “I do love Madrid so.”

Maximo didn’t hear that comment. He was wondering about Hector and Alejo Vargas. He couldn’t imagine the two of them talking, but what if they had been? What if those two combined to plot against him? What could he do to guard against that possibility, to protect himself?

 


Later that evening Hector and his sister-in-law, Mercedes, rode a bus into Havana. “It was good of you to stay for Mima’s party,” Hector said.

“I wanted to see her. She makes me think of Jorge.”

“Do you still miss him?”

“I will miss him every day of my life.”

“Me too,” Hector murmured.

“Vargas knows about you,” she said, after glancing around to make sure no one else could hear her words.

“What does he know?”

“That you organize and attend political meetings, that you write to friends, that you speak to students, that most of the priests in Cuba are loyal to you, that many people all over this island look to you for leadership … . He knows that much and probably more.”

“It would be a miracle if none of that had reached the ears of the secret police.”

“He may arrest you.”

“He will do nothing without Fidel’s approval. He is Fidel’s dog.”

“And you think Fidel approves of your activities?”

“I think he tolerates them. The man isn’t immortal. Even he must wonder what will come after him.”

“You are playing with fire. Castro’s hold on Vargas is weakening. Castro’s death will give him a free hand. Do not underestimate him.”

“I do not. Believe me. But Cuba is more important than me, than Vargas, than Castro. If this country is ever going to be anything other than the barnyard of a tyrant, someone must plant seeds that have a chance of growing. Every person
I talk to is a seed, an investment in the future.”

“‘Barnyard of a tyrant.’ What a pretty phrase!” Mercedes said acidly. The last few years, living with Fidel, she had developed a thick skin: people said the most vicious things about him and she had learned to ignore most of it. Still, she deeply admired Hector, so his words wounded her.

“I’m sorry if I—”

She made sure her voice was under control, then said, “Dear Hector, Cuba is also the graveyard of a great many martyrs. There is room here for Vargas to bury us both.”

 


He was remembering the good days, the days when he had been young, under a bright sun, surrounded by happy, laughing comrades.

All things had been possible back then. Bullets couldn’t touch them, no one would betray them to Batista’s men, they would save Cuba, save her people, make them prosperous and healthy and strong and happy. Oh, yes, when we were young …

As he tossed and turned, fighting the pain, snatches of scenes ran through his mind; student politics at the University of Havana, the assault on the Moncada Barracks in Santiago, guns banging and bullets spanging off steel, off masonry, singing as they whirled away … . He remembered the firefights on the roads, riding the trucks through the countryside, evenings making plans with Che and the others, how they would set things right, kick out the capitalists who had enslaved Cuba for centuries.

Che, he had been a true believer.

And there were plenty more. True believers all. Ignorant as virgins, penniless and hungry, they thought they could fix the world.

In his semiconscious state he could hear his own voice making speeches, explaining, promising to fix things, to heal the people, put them to work, give them jobs and houses and medical care and a future for their children.


Words. All words.

Wind.

He coughed, and the coughing brought him fully awake. The nurse was there in the chair watching him.

“Leave me, woman.”

She left the room.

He pulled himself higher in the bed, used a corner of the sheet to wipe the sweat from his face.

The sheets were thin, worn out. Even el presidente’s sheets were worn out!

A sick joke, that.

Everything in the whole damned country was broken or worn out, including Castro’s sheets. You didn’t have to be a high government official to be aware of that hard fact.

On the dresser just out of reach was a box of cigars. He hitched himself around in bed, reached for one, then leaned far over and got his hand on the lighter.

The pain made him gasp.

Madre mia!

When the pain subsided somewhat he lay back in the bed, wiped his face again on the sheet.

He fumbled with the cigar, bit off the end and spat it on the floor. Got the lighter going, sucked on the cigar … the raw smoke was like a knife in his throat. He hacked and hacked.

The doctors made him give up cigars ten years ago. He demanded this box two days ago, when they told him he was dying. “If I am dying, I can smoke. The cancer will kill me before the cigars, so why not?”

When the coughing subsided, he took a tiny puff on the cigar, careful not to inhale.

God, the smoke was delicious.

Another puff.

He lay back on the pillow, sniffed the aroma of the smoke wafting through the air, inhaled the tobacco essence and let it out slowly as the cigar smoldered in his hand.

The truth was that he had made a hash of it. Cuba’s
problems had defeated him. Oh, he had done the best he could, but by any measure, his best hadn’t been good enough. The average Cuban was worse off today than he had been those last few years under Batista. Food was in short supply, the economy was in tatters, the bureaucrats were openly corrupt, the social welfare system was falling apart, and the nation reeled under massive short-term foreign debt, for it had defaulted on its long-term international debt in the late 1980s. The short-term debt could not be repudiated, not if the nation ever expected to borrow another peso abroad.

He puffed on the cigar, savoring the smoke. Then he shifted, trying to make the ache in his bowels ease up.

Of course he knew what had gone wrong. When he took over the nation he had played the cards he had … evicted the hated Yanqui imperialistas and seized their property, and accepted the cheers and adulation of the people for delivering them from the oppressor. Unfortunately Cuba was a tiny, poor country, so he had had to replace the evicted patron with another, and the only one in sight had been the Soviet Union. He embraced communism, got down on his knees and swore fealty to the Soviet state. With that act he earned the undying hatred of the politicians who ruled the United States—after several assassination attempts and the ill-fated Bay of Pigs invasion debacle, they declared economic warfare on Cuba. Then the cruelest twist of the knife—the Soviet Union collapsed in 1990-91 and Cuba was cut adrift.

Ah, he should have been wiser, should have realized that the United States would be the winning horse. The Spanish grandees had bled Cuba for centuries, worked the people as slaves, then as peons. After the Americans ran the Spanish off, American corporations put their men in the manor houses and life continued as before. The people were still slaves to the cane crop, living in abject poverty, unable to escape the company towns and the company stores.

A few things did change under the Americans. The island
became America’s red light district, the home of the vice that was illegal on the American mainland: gambling, prostitution, drugs, and, during Prohibition, alcohol. Poor Catholic families sent their daughters to the cities to whore for the Yanquis.

The capitalists bled Cuba until there was no blood left—they would keep exploiting people the world over until there were no more people. Or no more capitalists. Until then, the capitalists would have all the money. He should have realized that fundamental truth.

He had grown up hating the United States, hating Yanquis who drank and gambled and whored the nights away in Havana. He hated their diplomats, their base at Guantánamo Bay, their smugness, their money … he despised them and all their works, which was unfortunate, because America was a fact of life, like shit. A man could not escape it because it smelled bad.

God had never given him the opportunity to destroy the Yanquis, because if He had …

Fidel Castro was intensely, totally Cuban. He personified the resentment the Cuban people felt because they had spent their lives begging for the scraps that fell from the rich men’s table. Resentment was a vile emotion, like hatred and envy.

Well, he was dying. Weeks, they said. A few weeks, more or less. The cancer was eating him alive.

The painkillers were doing their job—at least he could sit up, think rationally, smoke the forbidden cigars, plan for Cuba’s future.

Cuba had a future, even if he didn’t.

Of course, the United States would play a prominent role in that future. With the great devil Fidel dead, all things were possible. The economic embargo would probably perish with him, a new presidente could bring … what?

He thought about that question as he puffed gingerly on the cigar, letting the smoke trickle out between his lips.

For years Americans had paraded through the government
offices in Havana talking about what might be after the economic embargo was lifted by their government Always they had an angle, wanted a special dispensation from the Cuban government … and were willing to pay for it, of course. Pay handsomely. Now. Paper promises … He had enjoyed taking their money.

He had made no plans for a successor, had anointed no one. Some people thought his brother, Raúl, might take over after him, but Raúl was impotente, a lightweight.

He would have to have his say now, while he was very much alive.

But what should the future of Cuba be?

The pain in his bowels doubled him up. He curled up in the bed, groaning, holding tightly to the cigar.

After a minute or so the pain eased somewhat and he puffed at the cigar, which was still smoldering.

Whoever came after him was going to have to make his peace with the United States. They were going to have to be selective about America’s gifts, rejecting the bad while learning to profit from the good things, the gifts America had to give to the world.

That had been his worst failing—he himself had never learned how to safely handle the American elephant, make the beast do his bidding. His successors would have to for the sake of the Cuban people. Cuba would never be anything if it remained a long, narrow sugarcane field and way point for cocaine smugglers. If that was all there was, everyone on the island might as well set sail for Miami.

Maybe he should have left, said good-bye, thrown up his hands and retired to the Costa del Sol.

Next time. Next time he would retire young, let the Cubans make it on their own.

Like every man who ever walked the earth, Castro had been trapped by his own mistakes. The choices he made early in the game were irreversible. He and the Cuban people had been forced to live with the consequences. Life is like that, he reflected. Everyone must make his choices,
wise or foolish, good or bad, and live with them; there is no going back.

There is always the possibility of redemption, of course, but one cannot unmake the past. We have only the present. Only this moment.

When the pain came this time, the cigar dropped from his fingers.

He lay in the bed groaning, trying not to scream for the nurse. If he did, she would give him an injection, which would put him to sleep. The needle was going to give him peace during his final days, but he wasn’t ready for it yet.

The pain had eased somewhat when he felt a hand on his forehead. He opened his eyes. Mercedes.

“You dropped your cigar on the floor,” she whispered.

“I know.”

“Shall I call the nurse?”

“Not for a while.”

She used a damp cloth to wipe the perspiration from his face. The cloth felt good.

“Light the cigar.”

She did so, put it in his hand. He managed one tiny puff.

“You talked to Hector?”

“Yes.”

“What did he say?”

“He was surprised. He didn’t know it would be so soon.”

“That was your impression?”

“Yes.”

“And the tobacco deal with the Americans? What did Hector say when you told him about it?”

“Just listened.”

“The birthday party, Maximo came?”

“Yes. Brought a box of French chocolates and his wife, who wore a Paris frock.”

Fidel’s lips twisted. He could imagine what the other people at the party thought of that. Maximo could charm foreign bankers and squeeze a peso until it squealed, but he was no politician.


“Did you warn Hector about Alejo?”

“Yes.”

“What did he say?”

“He made light of it.”

Fidel thought about that. Remembered the cigar and took another puff.

“He thinks the threat will be the generals,” he said finally, “but it won’t. The generals don’t know it, but the troops will follow Hector. Alejo Vargas is his most dangerous opponent, and if Hector Sedano doesn’t understand that, they will bury him a few days after they bury me.”

 


“Admiral, next weekend when we’re in the Virgin Islands, what say we put the barge in the water and go water-skiing?”

The person asking the question was the admiral’s aide, a young lieutenant who flew an F/A-18 on her last cruise. Her boyfriend was still in one of the Hornet squadrons; the last time Jake Grafton approved the barge adventure, the boyfriend was invited to go along.

Now Jake sighed. “I’m not sure where we’re going to. be next weekend, Beth.” He had no intention of getting very far from Guantánamo Bay while those warheads were still in that warehouse, but of course he couldn’t say that. “Check with ops, Commander Tarkington.”

“Yes, sir,” Beth said, trying to hide her disappointment.

The new Chief of Staff, Captain Gil Pascal, Toad Tarkington, and the admiral had put their heads together, carefully listed the forces available should an emergency arise, and drafted a contingency plan. “Nothing’s happened in all these years,” Jake told them, “but Washington must have had a reason for telling us to keep an eye on the place. They must know something we don’t.”

Gil Pascal met the admiral’s gaze. He had reported to the staff just a week ago. “Sir, as I recall, the orders said to ‘monitor’ the loading of the weapons onto the container ship.”


“‘Monitor’?” muttered Jake Grafton. “What the hell does that mean? Is that some kind of New Age bureaucrat word? It doesn’t mean anything.”

“I guess my question really is, how much force are you willing to use without authorization from Washington?”

A faint smile crossed the lips of Toad Tarkington. Only a man who didn’t know the admiral would ask that question. Anyone who started shooting in Jake Grafton’s bailiwick had better be ready for a war, Toad thought. He had managed to wipe off the smile by the time the admiral answered:

“Whatever it takes to keep those warheads in American hands.”

Pascal took his time ordering his thoughts. “Shouldn’t we be talking contingencies with Washington, Admiral?”

Jake Grafton opened a top-secret message folder that lay on his desk in front of him. “I already sent a query to CNO. This is the answer.”

He passed the message to Pascal. “Monitor weapons on-load diligently, using your best judgment,” the message read, “but do not deviate from normal routine. Revealing presence of chemical and biological weapons in Cuba not in the national interest. Risks of transfer have been carefully considered at the highest level. Should risk assessment change you will be informed.” The final sentence referred to the original message.

“Five sentences?” Toad Tarkington asked when he had had his chance to read the message. “Only five sentences?”

Reading naval messages was an art, of course. One had to consider the identity and personality of the sender, the receiver, the situation, any correspondence that had passed before … . The situation in Washington was the unknown here, Jake concluded. If the CNO had been at liberty to say more, he would have: Jake knew the CNO. The lack of guidance or illumination told Jake that the chief of naval operations wanted him to be ready for anything.

“We’ll have to do the best we can with what we have,”
the admiral said now to Pascal and Tarkington. “I want a plan: we need someone watching at all times, a quick reaction force that can meet any initial incursion with force, a reserve force to throw into the fray to absolutely deny access, and flash messages ready to go informing Washington of what we have done.”

Toad and Gil Pascal nodded. A plan like this with the forces that the admiral had at his disposal would be simple to construct. No surprises there.

“There is always the possibility that we may not be able to prevent hostiles from getting to the warheads, if they choose to try. We also need a plan addressing that contingency.”

“Surely this nightmare won’t come to pass,” Gil Pascal said. “Your assessment of the risk differs remarkedly from that of the National Security Council.”

“I’m sure the powers that be think it quite unlikely anybody will try to prevent us from removing the weapons from Cuba, and I agree. On the other hand, they must know something they can’t share with us. If the risk were zero, they wouldn’t have sent us here with orders to monitor, whatever the hell that is. Gentlemen, I just want to be ready if indeed we win the lottery and our number comes up.”

Toad thoughtfully put the message from Washington back into its red folder. He pursed his lips, then said thoughtfully, “One thing is for sure—something is up.”
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