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    B O O K I


    
      Quid faciat laetas segetes, quo sidere terram vertere,

      Maecenas, ulmisque adiungere vites conveniat, quae

      cura boum, qui cultis habendo sit peccori, apibus

      quanta experientia parcis, hinc canere incipiam.



      What makes the crops joyous, beneath what star,

      Maecenas, it is well to turn the soil, and wed

      vines to elms, what tending the kine need, what

      care the herd in breeding, what skill the thrifty

      bees—hence shall I begin my song.


    


    Georgics

    Book I, 1–5

    Virgil

  


  


  
    C H A P T E R 1


    Ooh, sir, watch out f’r the . . .”

    Wherever I go lately, Alan Lewrie mused, rather resignedly, I seem to be arse-deep in shit. Oh, well.


    He waved off the towheaded young “daisy-kicker” at the Olde Ploughman Public House’s hitching rail, who stood with silent offer to towel the offending matter from his glossy top boots.


    “No use, lad,” Lewrie said as he swung up into the saddle. “There’s plenty more where I’m going.”


    “Oh, aye, sir, so they be! ” The lad chirped, letting go the reins he held. Lewrie dug ha’pence from his wash-leather purse and flipped it to the daisy-kicker, who whooped with glee, as if the coin were the first he’d ever earned, as if Lewrie did not reward his chore each time he departed from the Olde Ploughman.


    “’Ta, yer honour, sir!” The boy called as Lewrie turned his horse west on the High Street. “’Night, Squire Lewrie!”


    Lewrie touched the wide brim of his hat with a riding crop in reply as he clucked his tongue and kneed his mount to a brisk walk.


    Squire, Alan sighed with a snort; not exactly true, was it? Squires were freeholders who rented land to others, while he was only a tenant, a rent payer himself. Now if I sublet, he thought: perhaps to a well-off hermit (and was there such a creature as an eremite with the “blunt,” he wondered?) who wished half an acre down by the creek, where he could pile himself up a grotto and become Lewrie’s tenant. Performing, perhaps, the odd Jeremiad—thrice on Market Days—talking in tongues or dancing like a Dervish, or old Saint Vitus, would I then be a squire at last? Or even less welcome in the parish? Might be worth doing, at that—it’d drive Caroline’s uncle Phineas batty!


    His horse paced through the village of Anglesgreen, heading west for the vale between the rolling hills, hooves clopping on the icy earthen road, as candles and lanterns were lit in the windows of the homes alongside, and lights were extinguished as shopkeepers at last shut, after long hours of sparse winter trade. Very few villagers were out now that the brief stint of cloud-occluded sun had all but gone, and the winds blew foul and cold. Without the casual labourers of the sowing or harvesting seasons, Anglesgreen was an even more tedious and empty a place than ever he had experienced, now Christmas and Epiphany were come and gone. And cold. As cold as Parish Poor’s Rate charity. And about as unattractive.


    Arse-deep in it, he told himself again, glum with rum and ennui. Up to my nose in acres of it . . . and that, so bloody boresome!


    There were, to Alan’s lights—much like the descending levels of Hell in Dante’s Inferno —distinct gradations to the shit existing in the world. And the quality and quantity of it a body had to abide. Uncle Phineas, his lessor for instance; his eternal, sneering, stultifying monologues, his miserly few suppers or “dos” (which formed the bulk of a bleak Lewrie social life)—now there was shit from the lowest Nether-Pit itself! And totally unabidable, in quality and amount.


    In contrast, the literal item (such as the horse droppings he’d just stepped in)—some of those he didn’t mind half so much. Horses were noble beasts, beautiful in form and motion. Their stalings were abidable, for they bore convivial folk together, astride or by coach, eased a traveler’s burden, pleased with their speed, heart and endurance, livened hunts, fairs, social occasions . . . or elated one with the order of their finish at a race.


    No, truth be told, Alan Lewrie, like all good English gentlemen, rather enjoyed horse poop. It had a redolence of hospitality, of congeniality, of freedom, excitement . . . and far horizons!


    The by-products of the lesser beasts necessary to a farm, though; even his inept, clueless style of gentleman farming, of which folks said he did little but raise his hat—now they were odious in the extreme. He knew little after four years, and was forced to depend upon the knowledge of Governour Chiswick, his brother-in-law, or to the vile old Phineas Chiswick; they both dropped their jaws and whinnied at his questions, making him feel as out of place, even after four years of applying himself, as he had aboard Ariadne back in ’80 on his first day as a callow midshipman.


    Or, even more discouraging, to have to “talk things over” with dearest Caroline in private, being coached on what orders to give that particular day to the few permanent farmhands, or the hired day workers. To be such a humble know-nothing in his wife’s eyes!


    Truth be told again, Alan Lewrie thought the life of the rural gentleman farmer stank, in more ways than one, no matter it was the fondest wish of every successful man to make his pile, get acres, and aspire to the squirearchy. It was . . . shit! Of the most unabidable sort! And fast as he strove to shovel it away, here came more.


    His sheep, for instance. He squirmed on the cold saddle as he contemplated them. The farm (the rented farm, he reminded himself) was awash in the smelly things—most of Surrey was these days—unutterably stupid, messy, foolish . . . and shit-bedaubed. Even a goat could manage to keep a reasonably clean nether end, though they did stink like badgers.


    Swine—there’s chapter and verse for you, too, he thought. And chickens! Lord, what a fetid reek the henyard bore. It was a wonder a self-respecting fox would have a go at ’em, ’thout holding his nose! And cattle, I ask you, he grunted, his neck burning with revulsion. Fat, shambling lanky-hipped, floppy beasts, capable of veritable broadsides of loose, flat, disordered ordure, shot off by the barrico, whenever and wherever they wished. Stinky his city of London might be, brassy and corrupt a warship might become, but it was never a tenth as bad as a working farm. Sweet as hay and clover were in the spring, the gardens’ romantic aromas, soon as one inhaled a restoring lungful of bucolic bliss, here came some reek from things best hung in the curing house as meat, revolting one! Or plopped all over one’s best pair of top boots.


    It was tempting to think that now his Granny Lewrie had passed to Her Great Reward and had left him quite well-off in her will, he and Caroline could move to London, and use the farm as a spring and summer retreat; hire an estate agent to look after it for them. It did, in spite of his ignorance, turn a pretty penny or two, enough to qualify him as a voter. Then he could nod and smile on his rare visits, chortle over the books when they showed profit, and call out “Carry on!” to some experienced and knowledgeable underling, leaving him leisure time for horses, for amusements. For a real life!


    Lewrie hitched his heavy wool cloak closer about his neck as he rode near the Red Swan Inn. Late as it was, as close to suppertime for the revelers inside, whom he could espy through the cheery diamond-paned windows, there was quite a merry crowd gathered there. A fair number of horses were hitched outside, blanketed against the cold, under the now bare but towering oaks. The richer patrons had theirs temporarily stabled in the warmer barn behind. He thought he spotted Governour’s tall gray gelding, and beside it, two hunters he knew as belonging to Sir Romney Embleton, Bt., and his whey-faced son Harry.


    Now there’s shit for you, Lewrie thought with a rueful grin. For a mad fleeting moment he thought of going in the Red Swan for a stirrup cup of hot gin punch, or a mug of mulled wine to warm his journey home. Just on a lark, to see the looks on their phizes for daring to show his own in the more refined, high-gentry squire-ish Red Swan!


    For just a moment, he envied his brother-in-law Governour, too. He was married to Sir Romney’s daughter Millicent, long before Lewrie had come to Anglesgreen and wed Caroline, upsetting all the plans of seven years before. Governour and Millicent could socialize when and where they might. Bad as blood was between Lewries and Embletons, and because of them between Chiswicks and Embletons, Governour had welcome still at Embleton Hall, and at all the parish and county’s doings. Though it was sometimes a trifle thin. His and Caroline’s, however, was nonexistent. And looked fair to being nonexistent far past the advent of the coming new century.


    Truth, even further, be told, since they’d returned from the Bahamas in ’89 when his last ship Alacrity had paid off in Portsmouth, they’d been treated bad as leprous Gypsies by those locals who walked in dread of Embleton disapproval, or fawned on Embleton largesse. Considering Embleton influence over the area, it was a wonder the Lewries even had benefit of clergy at mossy old St. George’s. And with rural social life revolving ’round the local fox hunt—and that hunt’s Master of Hounds none other than Sir Romney—they might as well have been turbaned Turk horse thieves for all their welcome.


    Well, not by all, Alan qualified, as he drew his horse to a halt at the turn-in gate. The hot rum punches he’d downed through an afternoon of war talk and genteel arguing at the Olde Ploughman were working on him something hellish, and the idea of riding in to ’front the bastards direct was rakehell, damme-boy appealing. No, not all treat us shabby, he snorted. There were a few of the minor gentry, the younger folk, and most of the common sort who thought the Lewrie saga romantic beyond words, and sympathized with them in their banishment.


    Lovely and sweet Caroline Chiswick, the poor Loyalist émigré home after the Revolution, being “buttock-brokered” by her uncle Phineas to wed rich, so he could get even more acres by her, her parents almost helpless in their penury to help her. Four suitors: two very old widowers and a sheeper-tenant—all vile beyond belief— and the Hon. Harry Embleton, an MP and heir to untold wealth and power, and next-door acres, the most favoured.


    Then, along came Lt. Alan Lewrie, RN, and swept her away. Not only rescued her, but came within a hair of dueling Harry for her!


    Well, it never came to that, Alan gloated, warmed against the cold as he savoured that long-ago triumph. Harry learned we’d posted banns, and went lunatick at a fox hunt. Took a whip to my treed cat, took his whip to me —’bout as public as it gets! And I flattened his nose and made his bung sport claret. Make matters worse, he goes and whines to Caroline ’bout her choice, goes off again, calls her every vile thing he had in his little mind, and damned if she don’t whip him ’cross the field with her reins, too! Bang on his busted nose in front of damn near everyone in Surrey that matters! Lord!


    Ah, well, he shrugged, that was a bloody good day. Just didn’t think I’d end up paying for it the rest of my natural life. Going on now a full seven years, and time hadn’t mellowed any of the participants. He had to give the Embletons credit—they could hold a snit as good as he could.


    And there was no sense in stirring the pot up further. Or in being seen as he was at that moment, sitting slumped and indecisive, like a beggar too fearful to knock for pittance at the back entrance of a rich man’s manor.


    Devil with ’em, he sneered as he turned the reins and clucked his tongue once more, urging the horse with his heels to an easy canter. The gelding knew the way as well as he; on past the Red Swan and a new bank of row houses, onto the Chiddingfold Road, west along the stream, thence over the wooden bridge to Chiswick lands, his rented corner of them, and home.


    Where there’s a better sort of welcome waiting, he grinned.

  


  


  
    C H A P T E R 2


    'Ave’at owf in a tick, sir,” his groom told him as he alit in his stable yard. Bodkins took the reins and tied the horse, then knelt with a rag so Lewrie could prop his boot on a wooden bucket. “’Ere ye be, sir . . . good’z noo.”


    “Thankee, Bodkins,” Lewrie replied, free at last of rank goo. “Be sure he gets a good, warm rubdown. ’Tis a fearsome cold night.”


    “’At I will, sir, never ye fear,” the groom said. “’Ere, Thomas, me lad. Untack ’e master’s horse.”


    It was a fine new stone stable, attached to the older thatched-roof house that now served as the carriage house for two coaches; one light and open for good weather, and an older, boxy enclosed coach. Lewrie petted and fussed over the gelding before the stable-boy led him away for his well-deserved oats and rubdown. Lewrie crossed the stable yard, sure that his workers had shoveled before dark, sure he would encounter no more messy surprises lying in wait, on past the hulking older “wattle and daub” original barn where the products of the farm were stored to tide him, his kith and kin, and his beasts, through the rest of the winter.


    Uncle Phineas had leased them, and that quite grudgingly, 160 acres, a corner of his vast holdings at the foot of his lane, like a gatehouse to the manor proper. But it was close to the village and the Chiddingfold Road, and quite handy. A sheeper had been renting when they left in ’86, but it was vacant upon their return. Acreage enough to run a middling flock of sheep, a few beef cattle and dairy animals, swine, goats, turkeys and chickens, with orchards and grape arbors enough for the home-farm to feed quite well. There was enough cleared land for a decently profitable crop of wheat and hay in addition to the sheep, with wood lots, kitchen gardens, access to three creeks and several sweet wells. Hops and barley gave them home-brew beer, and they were awash in preserved fruits.


    The new house, though! The old thatched-roof cottage had been a two-story, smoky, bug-infested horror, and, since wages and construction materials had been quite low, they had run up a presentable new stone-and-gray-brick Georgian house, for about a quarter of what a London manse its size might have cost. It gave Alan pleasure to know that it was as fine as anything Governour in his new wealth had built, or as Uncle Phineas’s gloomy old red-brick pile. The perverse old bastard would not part with land permanently, but had been bludgeoned into a long-term lease which would expire long after he did, so Alan had no fear of losing his £800 investment. And it made Phineas grind what few teeth he had left in his head, so it was more than worth every penny.


    They had a slate roof as tight as a well-caulked and coppered ship of the line, and enough fireplaces to keep it snug and cozy on all but the iciest nights—windows enough, too, to keep it breezy and well lit in the warmer seasons. Fashion had demanded, and with Granny Lewrie’s last bequest the Lewries could afford, a Palladian facade for the center hall, in imitation of Inigo Jones.


    He stopped to admire it in the lantern light, taking cheer at the sight of amber-glowing windows and fuming chimneys confronting the frigid night. Even coming from the rear, between the now bleak kitchen gardens and the ornamental flower gardens and shrubberies on the west side near him, it was imposing, big as a brig!


    The central hall jutted toward him, which held the kitchens, the still rooms, butler’s pantry, storerooms and laundry facilities. Just off the kitchens, they had a private bathing room, with a marble tub big enough for two. Nearest him, too, was an intimate dining room where they most often took breakfast, or dined en famille, overlooking the cheery ornamental garden that was Caroline’s pride. Nearer still was the library and music room, and his private study, in the front of the house, adjacent to a receiving parlour just off the foyer and its cloakroom. The hall was tiled and paneled, with a broad staircase which led up to a landing, and another pair-of-stairs. And beyond in the east wing was a dining hall and main parlour almost big enough to host a middling-sized guest list for a dance. Unfortunately, that was little used so far—one needed guests who’d accept one’s invitations. So furnishings beyond bare bones were far from complete.


    Over his head in the west wing was the nursery, the childrens’ small bedrooms and the governess’s quarters. Over the entry hall was their own spacious bedchamber and intimate study (actually, Caroline’s sewing room, so far). There were three more bedchambers for guests in the east wing—once again, vacant and unused. Hopefully, once the last Lewrie was out of “nappies,” they planned to convert the nursery into a classroom for a private tutor, with lodgings in the east wing.


    “I’m home!” he called out hopefully as he entered through the garden doors to his cozy study. He sailed his wide-brimmed farmer’s hat at a wall peg and shrugged off his cloak, draping it over a wing chair near the cheery fireplace. Warmth was what he wished that instant, the Fires of Hell if he could get ’em. He raised the tails of his coat and backed so close to the hearth that his heels were almost between the firedogs.


    “Didn’ ’ear ya come in, sir,” Will Cony said, entering from the central hall. “’Spected ya through th’ front, I did. I’ll take yer things, ’ang ’em up f’r ya, sir. Aye, ’ere’s ’at ol’ cat, Pitt, sir!”


    The grizzled old battler shambled into the room, stalking slow and regal. William Pitt the ram-cat was getting on in years, spending most his days lazing in windows or patches of sunlight, but he still ruled the farm with fang and claw, and even the dogs slunk tail-tucked in terror when he was out and rambling.


    Pitt’s haughty entrance was disturbed, though, by the arrival of his middle son, Hugh, who darted between Cony’s knees, leaped the cat, and dashed for him, whooping like a Red Indian. Sewallis, his firstborn, entered behind him. William Pitt, outraged and his dignity destroyed, turned, raked the air in Sewallis’s general direction, hissed and moaned before hopping up on his favorite wing chair to wash furiously. And Alan noted that Sewallis shied away from the cat, giving him a wide berth. That was all he had time for before Hugh tackled his leg, howling a greeting.


    Alan laughed and reached down to pick him up, to lift him over his head and give him a light toss, making Hugh shriek with joy.


    “There’s my bold lad!” Alan rejoiced. “There’s my dev’lish man! What mischief you been into today, hey?”


    “Pwaying, Daddy!” Hugh wriggled as he shouted his reply.


    “Good Christ, you’re in that much trouble again? I surely hope not! Oh , play- ing, you mean, ha ha. And here’s Sewallis. Come here, my boy. How was your day? Been keeping your brother out of scrapes?”


    “Yes, Father.” Sewallis replied with his usual reserve. He cast a wary look over his shoulder in Pitt’s direction to determine how safe movement might be, then dashed with unwonted haste as Lewrie held out his arms. The boy came to him dutifully for a more sedate welcome-home hug, and a kiss on the forehead.


    “Good to be home,” Alan told them both. “Cold as the Devil out tonight.”


    “Wa’ yoo bwing me, Daddy?” Hugh coaxed in an almost unintelligible voice. He was only three, and still having trouble pronouncing his “R’s,” so much so that even a doting daddy, who should have been familiar enough with baby talk, had difficulty understanding him. The boy’s eyes gleamed, sly with expectation, clinging to Lewrie’s knees, his tiny fingers beginning to probe all the pockets he could reach.


    Thievery, Lewrie thought: runs in the family, don’t it. Boy has a promising set of careers open to him, long as he doesn’t get caught. Few years practice, though . . .


    “Why, I brought myself, boy!” Alan chaffered, kneeling to eye level with them. “You don’t get a pretty or a sweet every time I ride to town, do you?”


    “Yess, ah doo! ” Hugh hollered.


    “A body’d think I had to bribe you lads for affection.”


    “No puddy?” Hugh gaped, beginning to screw his face up for a heartfelt bawl of disappointment. This was betrayal at its blackest.


    “Don’t be a baby, Hugh, ’course he did.” Sewallis chid him with a very adult-sounding touch of vexation.


    Alan glanced at his eldest. Both the boys were “breeched” in adult clothing: stockings, shoes, breeches and waistcoats, shirts and stocks, their baby hair grown long enough to be plaited or drawn into a man’s queue. But Sewallis suddenly sounded so very mature for his tender five years. Always had, Lewrie realized. Even young as Hugh, the boy had always been aloof, quiet and reserved (call it what you really think, dammit!)— timid —with none of the neck-or-nothing exuberance, the silliness or the folly of a normal boy. Scared of the cat? And for God’s sake, he hardly ever goes near the damned pony I got ’em. A Lewrie afraid of a horse? An Englishman shy of a horse!


    “Of course I brought you something,” Alan announced, “just as Sewallis said, little man. Can you keep a secret?”


    Hugh agreed with a firm nod as Alan peered into corners, like a housebreaker unloading his ill-gotten gains in a slum alley, an eye out for the previous owners.


    “Rare treats,” he promised. Hugh was giggling now, dancing in impatience and wonder. Sewallis . . . well, he was a little wide-eyed, but ever the little stoic. “I made an arrangement with a pirate and a smuggler, lads. Fiercest, meanest set of blackguards you ever did wish to see. Off they went, far as the East Indies. Down to Malabar. Oh, ’tis a mysterious, fearsome place—elephants, and snakes thick as my legs, heathen princes and headhunters. The pirate, he took ’em, and the smuggler, he got ’em out, one step ahead o’ the headhunters. Then six months at sea on a tall ‘John Company’ ship they came, all the way from pagan Hindoo India. ’Round the Cape of Good Hope, over to the Argentine and the Plate for a slant o’ wind—”


    “Mister Lewrie—oh, excuse me.” Mrs. McGowan, the cheerless governess, had entered the room. She didn’t approve of parents and children mixing except at teatime, perhaps after supper for an awkward moment or two of stilted conversation. Certainly not of parents who really wished to spend time with their children.


    “Firewood and water, then off to St. Helena, the crossroads of the Atlantic, m’dears. Thence ’cross the Westerlies, daring all the French privateers, to Ushant. Up our good English Channel, into the Pool o’ London up the Thames. From mysterious Malabar. . . a delight fit for the mighty Moghuls themselves!”


    He reached into his tail-coat pocket as the boys fidgeted.


    “And here they be—cinnamon sticks!” he cried as he produced them, to howls of rapture and leaping, clutching little hands.


    “Oh, sir,” Mrs. McGowan simpered. “You’ll spoil their supper. La, I do allow you cosset these lads something sinful. Come along, Sewallis, Hugh. There’s good boys. Wash up and dress. Sweets later, if you’re good. Waste no more of your father’s time. Mister Lewrie, sir, mistress says to tell you that table is set, and you may sup as soon as you’ve washed the road away. Come, lads. Now.”


    “No, now!” Hugh demanded petulantly, but it was not to be. He saw his treat tucked into Mrs. McGowan’s apron pocket. Lewrie stood, with none of the magic of the moment left but the stickiness of the cinnamon sticks on his fingers. And feeling as ordered about as the boys did as they were chivvied off.


    “Well, damme,” he groused, returning to the fireplace for a warmup. “Ain’t this my own house? Ain’t they my own lads, to cosset as I wish? Cosset ’em? Aye, damned right I will. And how dare that . . . that hired bitch gainsay me, hey?”


    Cony only shrugged in reply. “Got water’n towels laid out, sir. Bit of a wash afore supper?”


    “I suppose so, Cony,” Lewrie huffed. “Damn my eyes, but there’s a hellish lot of . . . domesticity about these days. Aye, I’ll come up. I’ll be a good boy. Ain’t we all learned to be such . . . good lads!”


    “Ahum!” Cony coughed into his fist to hide a rueful grin of sympathy. “Aye, sir.”


    Alan paused in the central hallway, though, peering at the two portraits hung there side by side; his and Caroline’s. His had been done in ’83, just after the Revolution, when he’d been a twenty-one-year-old lieutenant. Caroline’s had been painted by a talented (but annoying) artist in the Bahamas, just after they’d arrived in 1786, when she was twenty-three, and a newlywed.


    Early morning tropical light, with her lush flower garden and the impossibly emerald and aquamarine waters of East Bay, which had fronted their small home as a backdrop, she in a wide-brimmed straw hat and off-shoulder morning gown, her clear complexion and her hazel eyes bright and dewy as West Indies dawn, and her long, light brown, almost taffy-blonde hair flowing carefree and loose, teased by the ever-pressing, flirtatious trades . . .


    Had Caroline changed? Not in features, so much as . . . she was still lissome and slim, no matter birthing three children. She still rode almost every day, walked the acres, kept active as so many sparrows. Oh, there were laugh lines now around her eyes and mouth, more than before, her graceful hands and fingers sparer of flesh. Where, though, had that Caroline gone, he wondered?


    And for himself, well, like it or not, not a fortnight before, on Epiphany, he had gone over the edge. He was thirty! Middle-aged, and Caroline soon to follow by spring.


    As if I don’t have enough complaints, God help us, he thought.


    He felt vaguely queasy and unsettled at the fetching of such a prominent seamark. Like espying the peaks of Dominica, which signified arrival on-passage to the Caribbean, yet knowing that whatever West Indies port of call one was bound for, no matter how joyous the passage, was no more than a week’s sailing down-wind. And no beating against the inevitability of those insistent nor’east trades had ever availed.


    Lt. Alan Lewrie, RN, peered out at him from the picture with a hopeful grin, the hint of devilment in his eyes that were gray or blue by mood. Shiny, midbrown hair, sun-bleached to light brown and curling slightly at the temples and forehead, yet drawn back into a proper seaman’s plaited pigtail, lay over the ears and tumbled over the uniform coat’s collar. It was a youthful courtier’s lean face he saw, though tanned by blistering sun and sea glare beyond a courtier’s fashionable paleness. And the slight hint of the vertical scar upon one cheek—the result of a duel for another girl’s honour, a girl now long gone, in point of fact—the artist had wished to suppress that, but Alan had been quite proud of his disfigurement at the time and insisted it be rendered exactly. Just as they had disputed the teeth-baring grin, too; English gentlemen were supposed to be sober and dignified in life, and limned so in portraits for posterity.


    Yes, he’d wash up, he decided, taking the first of the stairs. And see if he, at the advanced age of thirty, even slightly resembled the young “sprog” he used to be.


    Thirty, Jesus, he thought! And he used to spurn women who had gotten a little long in tooth. If only he’d known then in his feckless days what he knew at present!


    There, he thought, almost satisfied. His reflection didn’t vary much from the portrait downstairs after he had washed and toweled.


    Much, he amended.


    He’d been eating well, and even with rugged, outdoorsy country pursuits he was not exactly the lean-cheeked courtier of his youth, nor so pale as a titled lord. But it was near enough.


    Cony finished brushing his coat and waistcoat and he redonned them. He’d slipped out of his top boots and exchanged them for a pair of indoor shoes, little more than soft-leather pumps, more like womens’ dancing slippers than anything else. Insubstantial though they felt, they were all “the go” lately.


    Standing well back from Caroline’s dressing mirror, he perused his form as well. He had been eating well, after all, though there was no snugness to the sewn-to-be-snug, buff-coloured suede breeches beyond what fashion demanded. His bottle-green coat and waistcoat sat well upon him, he thought—though they were new, run up before Christmas, so what comparison would they be?


    Well, there’s my uniforms, he sighed, almost relieved.


    They’d changed the Regulations for Sea Officers’ dress in ’87, whilst he was overseas, and though he’d gone on the half-pay list as soon as Alacrity had paid off, he’d faced the expense of meeting the new dress regulations so he could call upon the Councillor of the Cheque each three months, about the time of the quarterly assizes, to prove that he was alive, that he still possessed all his requisite parts, that he was eligible for future sea duty, and to collect what was laughably termed “half-pay.” He’d just come back from the Admiralty in London, just before his birthday, and his uniform had fit him admirably well.


    Damme, though . . . He frowned, lifting his coattails to study the heft and span of his buttocks. Hmmm . . . ?


    “Supper is served, sir . . . mistress,” Cony announced at last, as the rum punches at the Olde Ploughman threatened to consume his stomach lining.


    “My dear,” Alan beamed, rising to greet Caroline as she swept into the smaller second parlour, where he’d been kicking his heels.


    “Sorry, dearest, but I simply had to stop by the nursery to look in on little Charlotte,” Caroline smiled in reply, coming to his arms for a welcome hug and an affectionate, wifely, kiss. Alan took her up off her feet, unwilling to let a pat and a peck on the lips suffice. Children be damned, servants be damned, he thought, I want a proper welcome!


    “Alan!” Caroline chid him, but not sternly at all as she gave him what he demanded. He could hear Hugh blowing indignant bubbles of revulsion as they kissed again.


    “Nothin’ to sneer at, Hugh,” Alan chortled softly as he let her go at last. “Take my word for it.”


    There was a rare light in Caroline’s eyes as she knelt to give her sons a peck, too. “Ah, little Hugh. What? You’ll flinch from my kiss? And Sewallis, our little angel! That’s my little man, you’ll not wipe off your mother’s affections.”


    “And how is Charlotte?” Alan asked as he offered his arm to lead Caroline into the informal dining room.


    “Simply perfect, of course,” Caroline chuckled, filled with a maternal warmth. Baby Charlotte, named for her maternal grandmother, was barely twelve months old and still nursing.


    Soon to stop, please God, Lewrie begged silently. No matter they could afford wet nurses, no matter how unfashionable for English ladies, Caroline had insisted upon it with every child, months and bloody months of nursing! Months and months of baby talk, billing and cooing between swaddled babe and doting mama, and God help the man who interfered or tried to conduct an adult conversation. Alan espied a tiny, darker damp spot on her demure woolen bodice—a dottle of lovingly egested milk, and noted the flush of pleasure she usually bore after a feeding.


    Hugh made another blubber-lipped sound of disapproval as he was helped into a chair by the governess.


    “You’ll appreciate girls in your own time, me lad,” Lewrie cautioned him. “Even a little sister.”


    He pulled out Caroline’s chair to seat her at the foot of the table, saw Cony and Mrs. McGowan get the boys placed, and took his own seat at the head. Before he could unfold his napery, out rushed a maid with a steaming tureen of soup, and Cony was uncorking a bottle of hock with a cheery “thwocking” sound.


    “Hearty chicken soup, with a dash of tarragon,” Caroline announced, urging them all to dig in. “Takes the winter chill away. Out it goes . . . then up? ‘As a ship goes out to sea, so my spoon goes out from me! ’ And young gentlemen never lean over their bowls, do they, Hugh?”


    Hugh gulped what looked like a heaping shovel-full into his greedy maw, hunched over his plate with the spoon held like a ladle in a clumsy little paw. His cheeks puffed out like a squirrel’s as he tried to swallow, and a line of creamy soup frothed between his lips. Followed a second later by the entire mouthful, since it was so hot. He began to fan, buttock-dance on his chair and bawl.


    “ Small sips, that’s the way, Hugh. Lord . . .” Caroline sighed, rising to rush to his side to sponge him down and comfort him. “See how Sewallis does it? There, there, Hugh, you’re not hurt. Take a sip of water, there’s my little baby . . .”


    Oh, for God’s sake, Lewrie thought, eyeing them. One son prim as a parson, one looking like he’d just spewed a dog’s dinner, and a dowdy wife! A matronly wife! Definitely matronly.


    Well, she is a matron, ain’t she, he qualified to himself. A young’un, thank the Lord. Seven years wed. Bloom off the rose, and all that. Still, she wore a fiercely white, starched mobcap, with her hair up and almost hidden beneath it; a heavy old woolen gown drab as a titmouse, with wrist-length sleeves and a high-cut bodice, totally unadorned by even a hint of lace; a pale natural wool shawl over her shoulders which plumped and disguised even more of her youth; and a bib-fronted, slightly stained dishclout of an apron, useful during child-rearing of an infant still incontinently in nappies, but Lord!


    And that baby talk— all the time, he thought, feeling guilty and disloyal, comparing his (mostly) delightful wife to the fetchingly handsome girl she once had been.


    “I’ll take them, ma’am,” Mrs. McGowan volunteered from the kitchen doors, summoned by the noises. “La, they’re too excitable for a sit-down supper. Not utensil trained, neither. Come, boys? We’ll finish supper in the kitchen. Let Mummy and Daddy eat their meal in peace, and you may see them later, before bedtime.”


    “Perhaps that’s best . . .” Caroline surrendered, though she did cock a chary eyebrow in the governess’s direction, and furrowed her forehead in what Alan had long ago learned was simmering vexation.


    “Good soup,” Alan commented a minute or two of weighty silence later. “Meaty. And the tarragon brings out the flavor wonderfully well. As do all your spices, dear.”


    “I’m pleased you’re pleased with it, love,” Caroline smiled in reply, though with half her attention on the feeding noises from the closed kitchen doors.


    “About Mrs. McGowan . . .” Alan posed in a soft voice. “I’m not entirely happy to have our own lives ordered about so. We are not her favorite sort of parents, and—”


    “I have noticed,” Caroline sighed between dainty spoonfuls. “I will speak to her. If she cannot alter her ways, well—”


    “You are mistress in your own house, dear,” Alan comforted her. “And a damned fine one, I assure you. I will not have your sensible ways upset, nor you distressed, by a mere servant.”


    “Thankee, Alan,” Caroline beamed at him this time. “I promise I will speak to her.”


    “ Damned good soup,” he commented again, raising an eyebrow. “Too bad little Charlotte isn’t ready for soup such as this. Think of what she’s missing, poor tyke. Why, it may be a week or two more before she’s even able to take mere gruels and paps, d’ye think, dear?”


    Tell me I can have you back, hey? he pleaded, with the merest sign of innocent inquisitiveness on his phiz. Once Caroline put a child on a solid diet and left off nursing, he could play once more with those twin peaks of his delight. Once, that is, she stopped producing milk. He’d rushed it the week before, and still felt embarrassed by the almost perverse, cloyingly sweet taste of mother’s milk which had flooded his mouth in the throes of passionate foreplay.


    “Oh, I think more than a week or so, Alan,” Caroline told him, colouring herself at the memory. “Perhaps another month. She will take tiny spoonfuls of thin paps now, but . . .” Caroline shrugged in explanation, which was no explanation at all, save for the heavy way her breasts brushed and lifted beneath her prim bodice. Nursing was a very private pleasure—almost as good a pleasure as me? Lewrie wondered. It seemed so. Domesticity, he groaned to himself, keeping his face bland as he hid behind a sip of hock. Ain’t it grand, thankee Jesus!


    “And how was the village?” Caroline inquired, changing the subject deftly.


    “Quiet as usual. Same old complaints. Same old faces.” He grimaced slightly and laid aside his spoon. Caroline rang a tiny china bell for the soup to be removed and the mutton chops to be fetched in. “Talk of the French. Bags of it.”


    “Anything new?” she asked, frowning.


    “Fear, mostly. Even the tenant farmers are getting worried all that leveling, Jacobin talk about equality will come here someday. Now they’ve murdered their king and queen—”


    “Perhaps it’ll die out, like Nootka Sound,” Caroline prayed. “A great deal of commotion, then. It’s been ten years since America went the same way, and nothing’s come of that,” she stated, to reassure them both. “Englishmen aren’t as crazed as the French, thank God, nor as empty-headed as the Rebels were. There’s nothing wrong with English society needs changing! Let the whole world turn upside down, we’ll be here, season to season, sane and orderly, as usual.”


    “We may, dear,” Alan countered gently. “But the Germanies, the rest of Europe . . . First the Colonies went unhinged, now France, and as bloody as you could ask for. Didn’t call it the Terror for nought, y’know. There were no aristocrats to butcher in the Colonies, and a fair number of them were Rebels to start with . . . My pardons.”


    Caroline’s brother George had been butchered, by Chiswick relatives in the lower Cape Fear of North Carolina. And that pregnant woman murdered in her bed Alan had discovered outside Yorktown, before the siege set in, her unborn babe pinned to the log walls with a rusty bayonet!


    “First the Colonies, then France, God knows where next—not England, o’ course,” he reiterated after a bite of succulent mutton chop, heavy with hot mustard, Navy style. “But if this plague spreads, how long before we’re alone in a sea of hostile Republicans?”


    “Pray God it will blow over like a summer storm, then,” Caroline shuddered, all but crossing herself. Cony fetched out a bottle of burgundy, more suited to mutton, to replace the lighter hock. “And if you are called back, well, it would not be for long.”


    Nootka Sound, ’91: an incredibly petty spat between Spain and England over fishing and furs halfway ’round the world on the grim and forbidding coast of America, almost to the Pole, almost to northernmost Asia! The Fleet had been called up to prepare for war, ships laid up in-ordinary had been refitted, and new construction begun. Alan had spent six weeks in active commission, first officer into a 5th Rate thirty-six-gun frigate upriver at Chatham, before saner and cooler heads prevailed and the whole business had deflated like one of those frogs’, Montgolfier’s, hot-air balloons.


    “Another Nootka Sound, I’m certain, dearest,” he promised her.


    • • •


    Their bedchamber was snugly warm, and Alan Lewrie was fighting the urge to yawn, to succumb to sleep—hoping for better things to do in the shank of a cold winter evening. They’d finished supper, taken the boys into the small parlour and let them prate, babble and play as wild as they wished for an hour before shooing them off to bed. Alan and Caroline had played a duet, a medley of re-assuringly old country ballads—she on her flute, he on his cheap tin flageolet. Years of practice, and he still sounded so terrible he would not play for any guest. She’d beaten him four games out of seven at backgammon and finished the bottle of claret with him, flushed with victory, liquor and so much happily domestic contentment that she’d quite forgotten her previous worries.


    The cook, governess, maidservant, his man Cony, the scullery wenches and the rest of their burgeoning household were all now belowstairs or tucked away in their garrets. Caroline was seated before a mirror at her dressing table, mobcap and dowdy woolen apparel gone, replaced by a flimsy dressing gown. Her hair was down and loose, long and shiny as she slowly and methodically brushed it.


    Lewrie was under the pile of coverlets and quilts, with the steamy clothes-iron heat of the recently removed warming pan under his buttocks and back. The fireplace glowed cheery and hot across the chamber, its amber dancing flames reflected into the room by a brass backplate, throwing shadows on paneling and wallpapers.


    Beneath his fine linen nightshirt he was happily encouraging a cock-stand.


    He smiled in eager anticipation, admiring her reflection in the mirror as she smiled a pleased and secretive smile to herself. She posed her hair, arms lifted, exposing a graceful neck and slim arms, slim back shifting beneath her silken gown. She went back to stroking her hair, underbrushing now, with her head cocked over to one side. In her mirror, shadow breasts rustled against silk, fuller and heavier, so very much more promising than when she was girlish.


    When they’d met in Wilmington, North Carolina, during the evacuation, she could not have weighed eight stone sopping wet, and that with half a dozen petticoats. Slim and coltish, still—not the usual apple-dumpling matron, after all. Perhaps a half stone more, Alan wondered? Just the slightest bit fuller in hips and upper thighs—but it was such succulent, acquiescent, yielding and secret excess. Sweeter, softer than ever before, as soft as gosling down.


    His fingers began to twitch with a life of their own as he contemplated the butter-softness of the luscious bottom he’d soon be stroking.


    “Not much needs seeing to tomorrow, I fear, dear,” she said to him, colouring a little as she saw his intent, reflected gaze.


    “Muck out, feed the stock,” Alan yawned, jaws creaking in struggle against it. “Have the beef cattle driven to the stockpens. Not a morsel of pasturage left for ’em. And we don’t wish to risk any spring calves, if the weather turns off colder.”


    “You’re beginning to anticipate a farm, after all,” she replied with a light chuckle, but it was very matter-of-fact. As if sensing that she’d been too blunt and critical of his farming skills, Caroline crinkled her large hazel eyes at him via the mirror, pursed her lips and blew him a distant kiss across the bedchamber.


    “After four years it’s about time, don’t you think?” he said, shifting under the covers. She was smiling that particular, that secret, heavy-lidded smile—it promised to be an intimate evening indeed! “Like the Navy, knots an’ ropes,” he rambled on, putting his hands beneath his head on the pillows, thoroughly at ease now. “’Cept for the bosuns who’d flog my bottom raw if I got things wrong. Thank God. ‘Can’t birth a lamb, Mister Lewrie? ’Pon my word, sir! No way to bind a sheave, Mister Lewrie! Bosun, dozen o’ y’r best, at once, sir! Bend over, kiss the gunner’s daughter, Mister Lewrie!’ Or is it the farmer’s daughter, hmm?”


    Caroline giggled, then went back to stroking her hair, humming a tune to herself, almost crooning. “Oh,” she paused. “We’re invited to a game supper at Governour’s and Millicent’s. Friday night. He bagged a stag, and it should be well hung by roasting time.”


    “And Uncle Phineas and his dull compatriots will be there?” Alan frowned with displeasure. “Dear as I love well-hung venison . . . Pity he didn’t bag Uncle Phineas. Might be too tough an old boar to chew, though.”


    “We’re to bring a covered dish,” Caroline went on, resuming her stroke. “I thought a dessert would be best from us. Hmm?”


    “A tart fruit jumble, that’d go well with venison,” he suggested, stifling another yawn. “Something half wild, like that red-currant preserve you put up in the fall.”


    “Mmm, yes, that might do main-well.” She put aside her brush and bound her hair at last into a long, single tress. She rose from her dressing table, let the dressing gown fall open over her bed-gown and crossed to the fireplace. William Pitt, their ancient tawny ram-cat, lay stretched out on the narrow padded bench in front of the fire like a rather large orange-coloured plum duff. He was whimpering and grunting in his sleep. Caroline touched his grizzled head and he woke enough to look up, thrust the top of his head against her hand, and turn over to lie facing Lewrie, all four heavy paws together as he stretched. The one good eye regarded the bed. The stubby tail curled lazily as he recalled how cozy-warm it was to sleep with humans on cold winter nights.


    Not tonight, you little bastard, Alan gloated at him.


    Caroline blew out the last remaining candle and came to the high bedstead, slowly undoing the fastenings of her dressing gown, shrugging it off her shoulders to puddle at her elbows. Her hips swayed in the flickering amber darkness. He put out a hand to her.


    And little Charlotte took that exact, and unfortunate, instant to wake, either wet, hungry, lonely, bored or terrified—perhaps a combination of all five—and began to bawl her little head off.


    Even in the near dark Alan could see Caroline’s face go empty and vacant, then vexed, then subsumed with worry, and after that she had no more thought for her husband than she might for the Man in the Moon. With frantic, matronly haste she did back up her robe and was out the door and down the hall for the nursery.


    “Bloody . . . !” Alan Lewrie groaned in a soft whimper, head back on the pillows in sudden defeat, though still up on his elbows in welcome. “Bloody Hell!” he moaned, collapsing.


    “Marrrh,” William Pitt announced in a grumpy, closed-mouthed trill as he hopped up on the foot of the bed, as if he had known how the evening would fall out. He padded slowly up the covers, tacking cautiously around the slowly sinking seamount of his master’s fading tumescence, and flopped himself sideways against Lewrie’s upper chest, leaning his whole, and not inconsiderable, weight against him. Pitt’s good eye regarded Lewrie with commiseration, his one undamaged ear gave a tiny twitch and he yawned again, as close to a grin as felines may essay, baring his remaining teeth and mismatched fangs. One heavy, round paw, big as an un-husked walnut, reached out and patted at Alan’s chin, claws nicely sheathed, to give comfort. And to demand some for himself.


    Lewrie slid an arm down from inside the warm, recently inviting covers to pet him and scratch the top of his head, the shaggy ruff of fur around his thick neck.


    “You knew, didn’t you, Pitt?” Lewrie whispered, resignedly. “I wish to God I knew how you do these things.”


    “Murpphh,” William Pitt harrumphed, beginning to purr loud and rattling, like a bilge-pump chain. He closed his eye in bliss.


    At least somebody ’round here’s blissful, Lewrie thought. And most uncharitably, too.

  


  


  
    C H A P T E R 3


    Breakfast was a rushed affair; strong cup of tea, leftover mutton chop and burned toast. The household was a veritable babble of activity, of sound, and Lewrie needed time away from it. That and the reek of soiled nappies. Charlotte was being her usual incontinent self, Hugh had suffered a tiny “accident,” no matter he was supposedly breeched and past such. Thankfully, it was the washday, and once Lewrie returned from his morning ride across the hills, the aromas of steam, boil-water, soap and starch, and hot irons would have conquered, for a time at least, the winter-pent aromas of sour milk, soiled swaddles and progeny poop.


    He had one foot in the stirrup, crouched for the leap, when a voice interrupted him. It was Cony, calling his name, standing in the kitchen door, waving something at him.


    “Bloody . . .” Alan sighed, hopping on one foot to clear his boot toe from the stirrup. “ Now what?” he demanded of the frigid morning. It had not been a good evening. He had struggled to stay awake until Caroline might return from the nursery, but it had taken what seemed like hours until she had quieted little Charlotte enough to allow the governess to finish the ministrations. She had slipped back into bed with him, her skin cool against his toasty warmth, and had snuggled close, kissed him a time or two with a weary, acquiescent, wifely absence of passion, gently puffing her lips with her mouth ajar against his throat in utterly stupefied slumber not half a minute later.


    And had risen to her great joys of domestic duties before Cony had fetched him his first cup of tea!


    “Letter f’r ya, sir,” Cony told him as he tromped through the kitchen garden. “They’s a messenger come with it, down from London. In th’ kitchen, warmin’ ’is backside f’r now, sir.”


    Lewrie turned the packet over and sucked in a cold breath of chill country air as he beheld the blue wax sealing wafer, with the fouled anchor beneath the crown. A DMIRALTY .


    “War wi’ th’ French, I wager, sir,” Cony declared as Lewrie broke the seal. His man was all but hopping from one foot to the other in rising excitement. “Ever’one knowed h’it wuz a’comin’.”


    “Thought the old fart’d retired by now,” Lewrie commented, as he noted the inscription below the message. A harried junior clerk had penned the bulk of it, but for the prim signature of the first secretary Philip Stephens at the bottom. He’d been first secretary to the Admiralty since the year Lewrie had been born.


    20 January 1793

    Admiralty, Whitehall


    
      To Alan Lewrie, Lt., Royal Navy

      

      Sir,

      My Lords Commissioners for executing the Office of Lord

      High Admiral require your most immediate attendance

      upon their Lordships. You are charged and directed to . . .

    


    “Well, damme.” Lewrie breathed again. The chill settled lower, into his stomach, not just into his lungs. “Bodkins, put Anson back in his stall. I’ll not ride today. Do you fetch out the closed coach, though. It’s . . .” He drew out, opened, and peered at his damascened watch. “Nigh on seven. I wish to depart for London by ten.”


    “Yessir.” The groom nodded, touching his forelock.


    “Be it war, sir?” Cony inquired anxiously.


    “No mention of it, Cony. Yet. Something that smells nigh to it, though. I’ll see that messenger now. Do you look to my chest, see what’s wanting. You know my needs well as any by now. And lay out a uniform for me. I’ll be up directly.”


    “Aye, sir,” Cony agreed, touching his own forehead in a lank-fingered salute of old habit. “Uhm, ya wish me t’ be goin’ wi’ ya, up t’ London, that is, sir?”


    “Yes, Cony. At least to London.” Lewrie smiled, though a bit grimly. “Once I’m assigned a ship . . . well, that’s up to you. I allow you may be very helpful to Mrs. Lewrie about the farm. Farming’s what you know best. What you enjoy most?”


    “Uhm, yessir.” Cony shrugged.


    “Estate agent . . . overseer . . .” Lewrie rambled on as they entered the warm kitchens, where the maids and scullery wenches walked small about the elegant but threatening stranger down from London. “No need to take you off to sea. And there’s Maude down at the Ploughman, is there not?”


    “Uhm, yessir,” Cony blushed, grinning a little. The publican of the Olde Ploughman was getting on in years, and his pretty little spinster daughter Maude was of marriageable age. Mr. Beakman was now a widower, had no sons interested in inheriting the public house, and both father and daughter were fond of Cony. Almost everyone in Anglesgreen was. He’d make a fine partner in the business, and a knacky publican later. Whichever way he jumped, he’d land on his feet.


    And do it on dry land, if he has any sense, Lewrie thought.


    “I’m Lewrie, sir,” he announced himself to the stranger. “You will wish a quick reply to carry back?”


    “That would be welcome, sir,” the functionary nodded. “Though I’ve several more officers to call upon about Chiddingfold and Petersfield before returning, sir. The paper work, you see, sir—”


    “Quite,” Lewrie grimaced at the necessity, and made the messenger grin, too, in recognition of the volumes of correspondence government seemed to generate over trifles. “Come to my study so I may scribble you something suitable. Bring your tea. I’ve some brandy there. A dollop’d thaw your bones, I wager?”


    “Oh, aye, sir!”


    As they left the kitchen for the central hall, Lewrie espied Caroline and the boys. She stood trembling, with a wild cast to her expression, with the petulant, whiny children tucked into her skirts. They couldn’t know what was transpiring, surely, he thought. But it was plain enough to them that something momentous was being played out.


    “Alan . . . dear,” she called after him, clearing her throat, but almost in a whisper. He thought to pause, to speak a few consoling words to her, before joining the Admiralty messenger in the study. It was her furrow and her frown that stopped him. Almost accusatory, it was, the vexed look Caroline might bestow upon an unruly boy as a warning that further such behaviour would call down chastisement.


    “I’ll be with you shortly, dear,” he said, instead.


    “Is it war?” Alan asked after he had closed the double doors upon the rest of the household.


    “Not yet, sir.” The messenger scowled, busy at the wine cabinet. “But they’ve been calling officers and warrants back for weeks, now. I heard tell the ’Press has been warned. Just in case.”


    “Doesn’t say much for me, then.” Lewrie forced a chuckle. “I was one of the first returned in ’91.”


    “Our Lords Commissioners never released some of those called in over Nootka Sound, sir. The Fleet stayed at least quarter-strength since, once the Terror began in Paris. Uhm, hah . . . you see, sir, you are most certainly in the lower half of the lieutenants’ list, so if we are at quarter-strength, d’ye see—”


    “Lower third, or lower, actually,” Lewrie scoffed, sitting at his desk. “February of ’82.” He laid out a fresh sheet of vellum, a pot of ink (black, preferred), and took a small penknife to the nib of the nearest goose quill.


    He got through the date and his local address, the address of authority, and his salutation. Then sat, quite nonplussed, wondering exactly what the Devil he would say to Our Lords Commissioners.


    Milords; bugger off. Perhaps?


    The Navy had not been his career of choice; he could thank his father, far off in Bengal with the East India Company Army, for pressganging him into service, for he should have inherited the money from Granny Lewrie long before. He had never been what one might call your truly glad sailor. Thirteen years of his life he had given the Fleet (not without much real choice, truth to tell), nine in active service, midshipman to lieutenant—and these last four “beached” on half-pay.


    He thought the French had a particularly apt word for these four years—they usually did, damn their troublesome, rebellious eyes: Ennui. Boredom and isolation. Shunned, and out of his depth. And as anchored as Ulysses in his dotage.


    Without a war (and it was now certain one was coming, in spite of his assurances to dear Caroline), what would his life hold for him? More of Anglesgreen, still a leper to his neighbours, until such time in a misty future, when he had outlived Sir Romney and Uncle Phineas, and the grudge had faded out? Harry would inherit, become baronet, marry some unfortunate mort, and let it go at last? Lewrie might become a proper squire then, with owned, not rented, acres, have right to hunt and fish his own lands, instead of waiting to be asked by others’ charity; some stooped and graying rustic with a fund of tedious yarns, and hair growing from out his ears, with a nose that bowed in low congé to his departing teeth! A well-respected, cackling bore, no matter that he bored his audience at the Red Swan at last, instead of the Ploughman.


    And whilst there’d been war with the French, as tall frigates prowled like tigers in the night, bright-eyed and hungry to claw at each other, as line-of-battle ships formed to bellow, to make or break history, he would have been nothing but a spectator, and one far back in the cheap seats, too! He would farm, hey! Read the news down from London, in the Naval Chronicle, brandish his walking stick and “Huzzah!” each victory . . . or write scathing letters to the Times.


    Caroline needed him, though, would prefer this time . . .


    He shuddered with revulsion at the image of his respectable civilian future—Caroline or no.


    No, like his father, Sir Hugo St. George Willoughby, of the 4th, the King’s Own, now of the 19th Native Infantry, had said to him once, after they were reconciled in the Far East . . .


    Damme! He realized, shivering again, recalling the details of a half-abandoned past. They had been arguing in a seething tropic rainstorm, hot as shaving water. It was at Bencoolen, on the Malacca Straits, ready to sail for the Spratlys, just my tiny ship and his regiment, to fight more pirates than the New Forest has nuts! Beat the bastards, too . . . oh, didn’t we just! Oh, it’s all moonshine, this death or glory chatter. Yet . . . !


    Lt. Col. Sir Hugo had said: “Might not have been a glad soldier, boy . . . but I became a good’un.” Or something like that.


    Growl he may, but go. . . aye, he believed he would. There would not be a second asking if he turned the Admiralty down. His place on the list would be scratched out, his commission thrown over.


    Alan Lewrie might not have been a gladsome tar, either, but he knew in his heart that, by God, he’d become a damned good Sea Officer. And there would be no peace for his already restless soul if he didn’t take the King’s Shilling and serve, just one more time.


    “Y’r pardons, sir,” Lewrie said, as if coming out of some trance. “’Tis been so long since I had to pen an official letter, formalities quite escaped me. You’ve found the brandy, I trust?”


    “Rum, sir,” the messenger replied quite happily, baking before the morning fire, his large mug of laced tea in his hand. He had not taken the slightest notice that Lewrie might have been delaying, dithering or hesitant to accept the possibility of an active commission. In fact, what delay he might have at last noticed he would have liked, so he could warm himself against another cold ride and make free with Lewrie’s fine, sweet dark Jamaican rum.


    “Rum for me, too, it seems. ‘Clear Decks And Up Spirits,’ seven bells of each forenoon,” Lewrie grunted with guilty pleasure as he put the finishing touches to his note of acceptance. He shook sand over it and blew on the ink so it would not smudge. He folded it carefully and applied candle wax to form a seal along the outer fold.


    “There you are, sir. I expect to be in London by nightfall, and in the Waiting Room by tomorrow morning.”


    “Then I shall keep you no longer, sir,” the messenger stated, finishing his laced tea with a gulp, and stuffed the precious note into a hard dispatch case, where fully two dozen more were already crammed, then bowed a swift departure.


    Lewrie went to his wine cabinet and poured himself a glass of dark Jamaican, inventorying the study for items to take along. Would he get a ship of his own this time—something small, like Alacrity? Wine cabinet, fold-leg desk, caddy for tea, coffee, chocolate and sugar, extra chest yonder . . . pewter lanthorns down from the garret, just in case. Ferguson rifle there, the fusil musketoon, too, and—


    No, he thought, taking a welcome, and bracing, sip. I’ll go a lieutenant still, most like. Dog’s manger of a cabin in the wardroom, not room for much beyond a sea chest, and little else.


    He held the small glass of rum up to the firelight. It was almost opaque, and the alcohol fumes wafted the sweet, lush, adventurous scent of far-off West Indies molasses about his head, rife with promise of potency and over-the-horizon, beyond-the-sunset, larger-than-life adventure. Excitements! Honor and glory be damned.


    He took another sip, savouring the rawness of the rum’s bouquet. Soon it would be passer’s-issue rum, cheap pop-skull, the weary seaman’s anodyne. With the rum, he could almost begin to sniff a whiff of ocean. The hemp and tar, the steep tubs and the fat used for slush on running rigging, the iodine tang of open, rolling seas, the fresh-fish aromas of storm wrack and the tidewater mildewed mustiness of harbourside, of hot sand and kelp baking under a cruel sun on distant strands, and the dank-cave breath of a ship, wafting up through limber holes, and carpenters’ walks from below—unwashed men, paint and wet wool, old cooking greases, of seasoned oak and sweating iron artillery.


    Caroline, he thought, at last. What to say to her? Sorry, dear, but I’d crawl to Whitehall on my knees to escape the boresome shit my life’s become? Dear as you are to me, dear as Life is with you and the boys, it isn’t you—’tis me?


    He tossed off his rum impatiently, steeling himself for the hurt words he was sure would come. He set the glass on the mantel, reached up and took down his sword—not a proper officer’s straight smallsword but a hanger, a slightly curved, single-bladed hunting sword, much like a light, elegant cutlass. It had stayed hung there for years, far out of reach of inquisitive little hands. There was dust on the royal-blue leather scabbard, and it had not gotten the strenuous attention their tableware did from the maids. He ran his fingers over the slightly tarnished silver lions-head pommel, the dark blue hilt wrapped in silver wire, the belt hook on the chase, the front and side handguards formed like argent seashells.


    He half-drew it to test its edge against a thumbnail. But it was a Gill’s, a fine blade, and had lost none of its keenness. No matter how long it had hung, neglected and idle.

  


  


  
    

    


    B O O K I I


    
      Nee vero ipse metus curasque resolvere ductor, sed maria

      aspectans “heu qui datus iste deorum sorte labor nobis!”



      Now verily did the leader himself forget all fears

      and cares, but gazing on the seas, “Alas,” he cried,

      “how hard a task is here set us by heaven’s will!”


    


    Argonautica

    Book IV, 703–705

    Valerius Flaccus

  


  


  
    C H A P T E R 1


    If great London also bore loathsome reeks of its own particular devising, at least they were urbane and cosmopolitan. And Lewrie, in his mounting excitement to be returning to the city of his birth, and gateway to the wider world beyond, took no notice of them. Farm lands and villages got closer together, villages became towns, until once they had passed Guildford, the conurbations crowded each other until they seemed one vast burgeoning of the capital, brimming over with bustling enterprise, like a boiling pot.


    Lodging was almost impossible to find. All the coaching inns were full, as were the private residences which would let rooms, and the use of the parlours, to guests. Sparsely furnished rooming houses were out of the question. Even those dubious “rooms to let”—which usually signified hourly rates for the sporting crowd— were taken by officers of both Army and Navy being called back to their colours.


    They finally alit upon a hideously expensive posting house just before dark, after hours of rumbling through the streets. It was near King’s College and Somerset House, on Catherine Street, just off the Strand. Being a posting house, though, accustomed to travelers who came to town in their own coaches, it could be expected to be clean and quiet enough to suit the most fastidious high gentry or titled visitor, and set a decent table.


    At twelve shillings sixpence a day, it ought to, Lewrie carped, to himself; that’s more’n twice my active-commission lieutenant’s pay!


    They.


    Caroline never failed to amaze him. Where he had expected the tears and recriminations of an abandoned wife, accusations of running away from familial responsibilities . . .


    Damme, she was packed herself and ready to travel near as fast as I was, he thought admiringly. Babes bustled off to Granny Charlotte and off we jounced! Himself, Cony, Bodkins as coachee, Caroline and her maidservant, all jumbling together as the closed coach clattered over winter-hard roads so crossrutted they were fortunate to still have a collective tooth in their heads!


    Once settled, Lewrie wrote a letter to his solicitor, Matthew Mountjoy, to make arrangements for Caroline’s, and the farm’s, allowance whilst he was at sea. He also penned a note on his account with Coutts & Co., bankers, for ready funds, and future drafts to be sent overseas; all of which Cony would deliver on the morrow.


    Then a quick, quiet supper and up to bed, so he would be well rested for his appearance at the Admiralty. He donned his night-shirt and slipped into a warm bedstead, wondering how often in future he’d have the luxury of retiring completely undressed, of enjoying a full night’s sleep, instead of two- and three-hour snatches between crises. Wondering what sort of ship he’d be assigned to . . . a frigate was his dearest wish. How slow and cumbersome a 3rd Rate ship of the line is by comparison, how plodding and dull, and . . . hello?


    Caroline snuffed the candles (beeswax, a round half-dozen to the room, and each charged for what three would cost in the country!) and slid in beside him. Her head found its usual resting place upon his shoulder, her arms encircled him as he extended his right arm to nestle her warmly close. The light, citrony aroma of freshly dabbed Hungary Water enveloped him. Caroline slid one hand up his chest to his neck, to the back of his head. With sinewy strength, she turned his face to hers and their lips met in the dark as she grappled him nearer, as she slid upward, as she cast a slim thigh across his lap. Seductively, yet fiercely, her kisses searing and intense as sobs.


    “I could not let you go away,” she whispered in a raspy breathlessness, “with last night your remembrance of me. God knows how long you’ll be gone, or how soon . . . how little time we . . . !”


    All said between long, searching, open-mouthed kisses, breath hot and cow-clover musky, her soft, smooth flesh flushed and warming as Alan slid her silk nightgown to her waist to fondle, to possess that peachlike bottom, that butterfly softness of her inner thighs, that fount of all pleasures . . .


    With almost frantic impatience, Caroline sat up on her knees and one arm and shucked her nightgown, tossing it to the four winds. Reached down as though to rip his bedclothes nigh enough away, to lean down over him, take his hands and guide them to her breasts as she pressed her mouth to his once more, her tongue almost scalding.


    “All night, I swear it!” She almost wept. “All the time they give us!”


    “God, I love you, Caroline!” he muttered as he took hold of the upswelling of her hips to guide her down to meet him. “I love you!”


    “Oh, Alan, dearest . . . I love you!” she vowed. “Love me now, I beg you! My remembrance! Ahhh, yess!”


    S’pose they’ll not see me that early, he most happily thought; God, I can get a whole day’s sleep in the Waiting Room, more’n like!


    Even at half past six of the morning, London’s streets were thronged with mongers and their wares fresh from the market, wagons and drays, livestock, weary prostitutes and pickpockets, revelers on their way home to bed, shopkeepers and clerks on their way to work. The bulkhead shops were already open, as were the greengrocers and butchers. Coal-heavers were out, house servants or valets to fetch their masters’ or mistresses’ breakfasts from ordinaries or taverns. It was quicker for Lieutenant Lewrie to saunter down Catherine Street, cross the busy Strand, with a trained ear attuned to the rude cries of “Have care!” or “By y’r leave, sir!” of coachees, careening wagoners, or sedan-chair bully bucks. To stand still, dumb as a fart in a trance, even on the footpaths, was an invitation to getting trampled. And take a boat to the Admiralty.


    At the foot of the bank where Charing Cross ended there were stairs to the riverside—slimy, mucked and erose, and worn down by long usage. As soon as he was spotted, the cacophonous din set in, reminding Lewrie of a hunting pack who’d cornered the fox.


    “Oars, oars!” cried the boatmen. “Scullers, scullers, sir! Tuppence!” countered those with smaller dinghys featuring a stern-sweep as propulsion.


    “Oars,” he answered back, scanning the flotilla and selecting a bullock of a fellow, who sported the crossbelt, brassard and coat-of-arms of the Lord Mayor.


    “Whitehall Steps . . . sixpence, sir,” the fellow nodded as he boarded the small craft. “Tide’n wind be fair ’is mornin’, sir.”


    “Hard not to tell,” Lewrie commented as he settled himself on a forward thwart, his coin out and ready.


    “Aye aye, sir,” the man crinkled a sun-wrinkled smile as he shoved off and shipped his oars in the tholepins. “Young man wearin’ King’s Coat . . . canvas packet unner ’is arm . . . well, sir!”


    “You were in the Navy?” Lewrie asked.


    “Both th’ las’ wars, sir. Landsman . . . ord’nary’n able seaman . . . ’en gun cap’m . . .” he related between powerful strokes, seated to his front, knee-to-knee with Alan. “Quarter-gunner . . . Yeoman o’ th’ Powder ’fore ’twas done. Now ’ere come another war. Y’r welcome to it this time, sir. You an’ all t’other young’uns. War ’fore th’ week’s out’s my thinkin’. Can’t ’llow th’ Frogs t’spread ’eir pizen f’r long. Folks is stirred up enough a’ready, sir.”


    “By leveling talk?” Lewrie inquired. His stretch of Surrey might as well have been in China, for all the rumors that missed him.


    “Thom Paine, sir.” The old gunner beamed, tipping him a wink. “ Rights o’ Man. Correspondin’ societies. That Thom Hardy feller an’ all? Price . . . Priestley . . . dissentin’ an’ such. Learned t’ read in th’ Navy, I did, sir. Time on our hands so heavy an’ all? ’Nough t’ know all them Friends o’ the People societies’ penny tracts is trouble. Wrote in th’ same words’z anythin’ wrote in France. ’At spells rebels an’ combinations, sir. With so many folk outa work, an’ wages so low when ya do get work, well . . . ’ear tell they’ve plotted secret committees, gone right over t’ Paris itself!”


    “Widespread, d’ye think?” Lewrie asked, morbidly intrigued.


    “Not so much yet, sir. N’r by hard-handed men, d’ye see? Give ’em time, though . . . never thought I’d see ’at ‘Yankee-Doodle’ madness took up in a real country!”


    “But it doesn’t upset you enough to . . . volunteer, I take it,” Lewrie said with a knowing smirk.


    The waterman tapped the brassard on his chest which protected him from the Impress Service, and tipped Lewrie another and equally knowing wink. “I ain’t thet stupid in me old age, sir!”



    He paid off the waterman at the foot of Whitehall Steps, amid a swarm of other boats, of other officers reporting for duty. A walk up Richmond Terrace to thronging Whitehall, a stroll of about one hundred or more yards north up Whitehall, and he was there, before the curtain wall with its columns and blank stone facade between; before the deep central portal which led to the inner courtyard, beneath the pair of winged sea horses which topped the portal.


    Admiralty! What a leviathan one single word implied. Ordnance Board, Victualling Board, Sick and Hurt Board, boards for control of ship’s masters, of petty officers with warrants, of officers from lowly midshipmen to fighting admirals, port admirals, the Impress Service, HM Dockyards . . . cannon foundries, clothing manufacturies, pickling works for salt beef and pork, huge bakeries for untold tons of hard biscuit. And rope, tar, seasoned timber, paint, pewter messware, iron and bronze nails, pins and bolts, the copper industry for clean bottoms and defence against teredo worms. Sailcloth, slop clothing, leather works, sheath knives and marlinspikes, forks to cutlasses and boarding pikes . . . taken altogether, the needs of the Fleet, and the myriad of suppliers, contractors, jobbers—and thieves—who filled those needs, the Royal Navy was the single largest commercial enterprise in the British Empire. Which meant, of course, the civilized world. And one single word—Admiralty—spanned it all. Just as the Royal Navy would soon span the globe, the most efficiently armed, supplied and equipped military organization known to man. The enormity of the endeavour made even a cynic such as Lewrie take pause.


    Until he got to the door, of course.



    • • •


    “Lewrie?” The long-term tiler sighed with a weary, frazzled air as he scanned his admittance list with one arthritic finger, and applied the other index finger’s horny nail to ferret between mossy teeth. “Y’r sure they wish t’see ya, then, sir? However d’ya spell that? Doubya-Arr-Eye-Eeh, is it?” The tiler seemed offended that it wasn’t some simpler name, perhaps. Or perhaps he was disappointed he had no wisp of fatty bacon left to suck on. Whichever it was, he made an open grimace of disgust. “Aye, y’r listed, ” he announced at last, almost grumbling with outrage to find Lewrie’s name. “Go ’long in, sir. Take a pew wi’ th’ others, God help ya.”


    “You have no idea when . . .” Lewrie began, after heaving a tiny sigh of frustration, anxious to know what hour, or which day, his appointment might be.


    “Run outa ideas, summer o’ ’78, sir, when I took this position,” the tiler shot back impatiently. “There’s one lad, midshipman he was, was three full year warmin’ ’is backside in yonder. Will-ya-notgo- in, sir-there’s-a-horde-o’-others-waitin’-you-next-yes- you, sir!”


    Lewrie stifled his retort, knowing it would do him no good, or even begin to penetrate the querulous tiler’s thick hide. He entered, left his cloak with an attendant who was even surlier than the tiler, and “took a pew” in the infamous Waiting Room.


    Early as it was, all the chairs, benches and sofas were taken by commodores, by post-captains, by commanders. Lowly scum such as he had perforce to stand, and in the draughtiest corners at that, as far from the fireplaces as rank and dignity would allow.


    So much for a long nap, he sighed to himself. Without children to cock an ear to, he and Caroline had spent a night so passionate it rivaled their first days together as man and wife. And they had gone far past the point at which they might usually crash to sleep in utter exhaustion. He no longer held that thirty was exactly the dotage he’d feared. Truth to tell, he was quite proud of himself and his prowess, his endurance. But he was now paying for it. Once still, and hemmed in in the frowsty-warm Waiting Room, he was almost asleep on his feet, held up by the press of other nodding men’s shoulders.


    Except for the boisterous, Old Boys’ Day jocularity which the rest displayed; the hummumm of an hundred men conversing, punctuated by cock-a-whoop laughter, calls of welcome, the “damn my eyes if it ain’t . . . !” greetings of shipmates long separated, whether they’d despised the person greeted or not, after three years’ commission elbow to elbow. And the clatter of scabbards as both clumsy and adroit slowly paced the room, tangling and untangling, taking or giving way. He dry-swabbed his face, shook himself, and made his way toward the steamy aroma of hot tea, gladly willing to kill for a cup.


    “Mister Lewrie, sir!” cried a cheerful voice.


    “Damn my eyes,” Lewrie called back, “if it ain’t Hogue! A commission officer, now. How d’ye keep, hey?”


    “Main-well, sir,” Lieutenant Hogue blushed. “And you to thank for my promotion, I learned.” His former midshipman was aglow with fondness.


    Damn right you should thank me, Lewrie thought smugly.


    “Did it yourself, sir,” he pooh-poohed, though. “Your service did it. When they gave us Culverin, and we fought the Lanun Rovers in the Far East.” Lewrie took care to say that loud enough for others. The Waiting Room was no place to show lickspittle meek before one’s peers. Now there was almost war with France, their covert work could be revealed. “Put paid to Choundas and his pirates. Where are you bound? Do you know yet?”


    “Third Rate 74, sir,” Hogue boasted. “Only fourth officer, but . . . I’m off to Chatham on the next diligence coach. And you, sir?”


    “Just arrived, so I’ve no idea yet. Time for tea, though, my lad?” Lewrie offered. “Warm your ride in the ‘rumble-tumble,’ hey?”



    But Lieutenant Hogue had no time. And, an hour later, there was one more old acquaintance; Railsford of the old Desperate, a captain now.


    “Damn my eyes if it isn’t Lewrie, ha ha!” Captain Railsford cried, pumping his hand vigorously. “Heard about your last commission. The very merriest time you must’ve had in the Bahamas . . . all those pirates? Me? Hydra, down to the Nore. Finest frigate ever I laid my eyes upon. Damme, wish I’d known you were available, I’d have requested you. But, I already have a first lieutenant. And you are getting senior-ish.”


    “Oh, well. I understand completely, sir,” Lewrie grinned back, though he was crestfallen. Another three years under Railsford, fine seaman, well-disposed friend and mentor, would have been a joy.


    “And Captain Treghues, sir?” Alan asked, merely from curiosity.


    “Inherited the title last year, I believe. Married well, too, into the Walpoles. Cadet branch, but . . . !” Railsford enthused. The Walpoles were one of the Great Families, who pretty much ran England through influence and married-in minions. “Got a seat in Parliament out of it, too. Capt. Lord Tobias Treghues, Baron. Sure to make rear admiral soon, with those connections.”


    “Is he still . . . ?” Lewrie simpered, screwing a knuckle to the side of his forehead.


    “Occasionally daft as bats? Hmm, let’s say, now he’s risen so . . . a tad eccentric.” Railsford chuckled softly. “And that only on odd humid days. Well, my fondest wishes for your continued good fortune, Lewrie . . . but I must dash. Write to me.”



    An hour, another slow circumnavigation of the Waiting Room (and two cups of tea) later, still with no seat, he ran into another “old shipmate,” of a sort.


    “Sir George,” Lewrie said hesitantly, anxious though he was to see a familiar, if hated, face. Sir George Sinclair was now a rear admiral. He turned a hostile, aquiline glare on the interloper who’d dare trifle with his valuable, and selective, attention.


    “Alan Lewrie, Sir George. Desperate? Antigua . . . ’80 . . . ’81?”


    “Ay, yes.” Sir George replied frostily, his eyes glazing over with sublime disinterest. “I remember you.” It sounded more like a threat. “Still at it, are we, Lewrie?”


    Alan imagined he could hear talons being stretched, hard chitin claws being honed. “Uhm, aye, sir.”


    “And you recall my nephew, Forrester, do you not?”


    Oh, damme! Lewrie sighed, defeated and eager to run. The round post-captain hovering over Sir George’s shoulder was that selfsame porcine glutton, that bane of his midshipman days, Francis Forrester. He hadn’t gotten any trimmer. But he was a post-captain, despite his being dense as a kerbstone. It helped Lewrie’s flagging confidence to recall that his fellow midshipmen had once painted Forrester blue as a Druid, and pissed in his shoes at every opportunity. Forrester’s expression, however, told Alan that his memory of his days in the cockpit berths was just as keen . . . if not quite so fond.


    “ Much senior, are you, Lewrie?” Forrester grunted.


    “Bottom half, I would imagine, sir.” That “sir” was wrung from him with the greatest chagrin. Last he’d seen of Francis, he’d been a paroled prisoner after Yorktown, exchanged on the Bonetta sloop to New York, his career in pieces. God, how he’d risen, though!


    “Eminently employable, then,” Forrester beamed with sudden joy. “Do you not think, Uncle?”


    “We shall keep you in mind, sir.” Sir George vowed.


    Jesus, kill me now, and have done, Lewrie prayed! Anything but their clutches! Anything!



    “There’s Bligh!” someone breathed behind Lewrie’s left shoulder, quickly followed by a stifled giggle of mirth. “Poor old fellow,” someone else more charitable commented.


    He was a little fellow, nothing like the tragic hero he’d been proclaimed when he’d first reached England after the Mutiny. Nothing like the ogre he’d lately been portrayed, either. Despite his recent, and calamitous, downfall in popular opinion, he still drew his throng of admirers. Lewrie joined them. It was a slow morning.


    “Read your book, sir,” Lewrie toadied, all but simpering. “God, I wish I’d but known you might be here this very day, sir . . . I’d have fetched it along so you might have inscribed it.”


    “Kind of you to say so, sir. Quite,” Captain Bligh replied, a trifle dubiously, a trifle shyly, half-expecting he was being made the butt of a jape.


    “Bad timing, I gathered, sir,” Lewrie went on. “Having to wait so long at Otaheiti for the breadfruit plants’ growing season. Well, what crew wouldn’t go stale on one, I ask you.”


    “Delivered properly this time, sir,” Bligh declared, firmer in his convictions, now that he saw he still had some admirers. “In Providence, a proper ship, an Indiaman.”


    “Pity, though,” Lewrie shrugged, “Captain Edwards and Pandora. Had their Lordships ordered things the other way ’round . . . you to go pursue your mutineers, Edwards to fetch the breadfruit . . .”


    Capt. Edward Edwards, a taut hand if ever there was one, who made Bligh’s easygoing (though unpredictable) ways seem like a saint in comparison, had apprehended several mutineers left behind when the Bounty sailed off for parts unknown. But Edwards had piled Pandora on the coral reefs of Endeavour Straits, and had lost her.


    “I predicted dire consequences, ya know,” Bligh almost preened by then, feeling more comfortable among sycophantic curiosity seekers. “ Told ’em Edwards did not know the navigation of Flinders Passage in the reefs, of Endeavour Straits. Excuse me, sir . . . but you are . . . ?”


    “Lewrie, sir. Alan Lewrie.”


    “Ah, yes. Well, thankee for your kind opinion, sir. Thankee kindly,” Bligh bobbed with a shy smile.


    “I suppose you must be going, sir, I will delay you no longer. Off to a new command, I trust?” Lewrie fawned.


    “Good day, sir,” Bligh snapped suddenly, turned on his heel, and departed in a frosty, insulted huff.


    “Bloody hell!” Alan muttered to himself in confusion.


    “I shouldn’t worry over it much,” an unfamiliar lieutenant told him in a whisper. “The court martial only hanged three out of ten and let the rest off, lenient as possible, didn’t they, now. Read Edward Christian’s Minutes of the Court Martial, and the scales will balance. Fletcher Christian’s brother, don’t ye know?” the man sniggered. “The First Lord, Lord Chatham . . . I’m told he’s issued word he’d only award Bligh with a ship should Hell freeze over. Won’t even give him the time of day, is the rumor! No berth to be had with him. Thank the Good Lord.”


    “So I’ve . . .” Lewrie sighed with a wry grin at his toadying.


    “Right. Pissed down his back for nought,” the other chortled.


    “An occupational hazard of ours, though. Is it not, sir?” he posed with a sardonic lift of one brow, to cover his chagrin over being so toadying. And so obvious at it.


    “Oh, it is, indeed, sir!” the other officer agreed heartily, equally taken by the drollery of it all. “Hypocrisy in the service of one’s career is no vice at all. One must simply be aware of when, and most importantly, to whom, one is the canting toad. Will you take tea with me, sir?”



    By late afternoon, the Waiting Room was just as crowded, though at least a third of its denizens, who hid their impatience (or their dismay) behind poses of bemused boredom, stoic sternness or glum patience, were new arrivals. And Lewrie’s name still had not been called. Fearing he’d miss his grand moment to ascend to the Board Room, or at least receive his orders in writing from a harried clerk, he had not even dared take time away to dine, not even as far as the inner courtyard, where one might buy dubious victuals off vendors’ carts beyond the curtain wall and portal. His innards were growling by then, much as they had when he was an underfed midshipman. And the gallons of tea he had taken aboard! When a secretary at last announced that the day’s business was at an end, he forgot dignity, and notions of rank, to outrun half a dozen dozy post-captains to “the jakes,” where he passed water prodigiously as a cart horse, for a rather long time.


    Tomorrow, he told himself, as he plodded, swell-footed after standing since breakfast, for Whitehall Steps and a boat back to his lodgings. Tomorrow’ll be my day.

  


  


  
    C H A P T E R 2


    The Admiralty’s letter had been penned on the 20th, and Lewrie had received it on the 22nd, arriving in person on the morning of the 23rd. Yet, by the morning of February 1, his “tomorrow” had yet to come. To save money, they had removed to Willis’s Rooms, in New Bond Street, down at the fashionable end, closest to his old haunts around St. James’s. Closer by road to Whitehall, too, so Alan could hire a one-horse hack to and from, for less than his ferryman cost daily.


    He was completely fagged out, again, of course. Caroline had delighted him with yet another night of honeymoon passion, and that after a public-subscription ball at Ranelagh Gardens; a night of fine food, music alternating between patriotic and lushly romantic, and an almost palpable aura of frenetic enthusiasm. Young men in uniforms had suddenly sprung from everywhere, and young ladies to match, torn between tears of separation and last-opportunity wantonness.



    Caroline had come down to their common parlour in a new ball gown, a caprice of the times, like some Grecian goddess sprung from the frieze of a precious, ancient urn. Her gown was closer fitting, almost a sheath, with fewer petticoats, and scandalously hemmed above the toes, almost to her ankles, with an artfully ragged turn-back to reveal the lace of one petticoat. Her waistline was very high, her bodice low-scooped to reveal décolletage, sleeves short and gauzy, all but baring arms and shoulders. And about her neck she wore a red-velvet riband choker. What fixed his intense, open-mouthed stare was her hair—it had turned into a tangled nest of Medusas, tousled, ratted, snarled and dangled in crimped ringlets.


    “What the blazes? ” he’d gawped. Caroline had turned herself into a cross between a Dago peasant and a Covent Garden whore who’d had a rather hard night of it!


    “All the rage,” Caroline had chuckled, pirouetting for him. “It is ‘à la victime,’ dearest. Like the French aristocrats in the tumbrils going to the guillotine? The riband . . . for poor, beheaded King Louis and Marie Antoinette. You . . . you do not care for it?” She asked hesitantly, losing her gay demeanour and her confidence.


    “My word!” he gasped. “It’s so . . .” He had been about to say that he did not, in the least, care for his wife to go out so scandalously attired, sure she would be hooted, and dunged, by the Mob. Yet seven years “Active Service” with her, standing “Watch-And-Watch” on their quarterdeck, warned him he’d crush her if he told her what he really thought. Hoping such clothes were indeed “all the rage,” he decided to brazen it out and agree to deem it Fashion.


    And . . .


    Damme if she don’t look fetchin’, like a whole new woman, Alan had thought; fetchin’ enough to eat. . . on the spot! Wanton, bold and brazen. Always been favourites o’ mine, God help me. No sober-sided matron tonight! Aye, I think I do like it, after all. Brand new, as smart as paint . . . an’ triced up like a present, to be unwrapped.


    “Caroline!” he’d said at last, beaming forced, but total, approval. “It’s so different, you look so . . . ! So deuced handsome. Lovely! Surely, I’m the luckiest man in England tonight. Gawd, come ’ere, you. Let me shew you how much I adore it. So artfully . . . uhm, artless!”


    And to the titters and blushes of the house staff at Willis’s, her maid’s and Cony’s smiles, he had taken her in his arms and given her a long, rewarding kiss, right there in the public rooms.


    And his fears had been groundless. At the ball, there had been ladies, some with barely a jot of Caroline’s sublime face and form, in à la victime mode, some carrying it so far as to look as bedraggled as Irish peasants. And flesh; more flesh bared that night by younger ladies (and high-priced courtesans) than a man might see had he owned a “knocking-shop,” all of which inflamed Lewrie’s lustful humours.


    They’d drunk Frog champagne as if it were a patriotic duty to expunge the last trace from the British Isles, danced together round after round, had circulated ’round the rotunda, talking too loudly, laughing too gaily, greeting old acquaintances. And had gone home, after a midnight collation, for that longed-for “unwrapping.”



    “It’s war!” The rumour began, just about eleven in the morning. The traffic in messengers through the lobby and foyer, up the stairs to the Board Room and offices, increased; and those couriers sent out with dispatch cases and bundles of papers were in more haste than was their usual wont. Elderly Admiral Howe made an appearance, almost arm in arm with Lord Chatham, the First Lord, on the way upstairs, whispering and frowning grave, dyspeptic stoicism.


    “It’s war with the Frogs!” Hopefuls began to gossip, breathless with barely subdued excitement, their eyes bright as famished hounds at the prospect of scraps.


    “Heard the latest?” one boasted, as if he had. “France marched into Holland yesterday. Their ambassador’s packing his traps. We’ll declare by midafternoon. War at last! Employment at last!”


    “No, no . . . ’twas Austria,” decried a second officer, refuting that round of news when it got to him. “Prussia, Naples . . . that last decree from Paris, ’bout supporting republican insurrections anywhere in Europe . . . they’re all coming in as a coalition, ’cause of that.”


    “Did they march into the Austrian Netherlands yet?”


    “It’d be about time, should you ask me. There’s their General Coburg, with a real army . . .”


    “Finest in Europe,” opined several together.


    “ . . . sitting on their hands nigh on a whole year,” continued the speaker, “feared of a tagrag-and-bobtail horde o’ Frog peasants—led by former corporals, so pray you—’stead o’ kickin’ their arses out o’ their territories a week after the invasion.”


    “We should have declared when France took Antwerp,” another anonymous strategist declared strongly. “Why, we might as well give up the Continental, and the Baltic trade, else. What’s next on the Frogs’ menu? Amsterdam . . . Copenhaven . . . Hamburg?”


    Finally a commodore, fresh from the seat of power in the Board Room, came down the stairs, and was almost mobbed for information. He held up a hand to silence their fervent queries.


    “The true facts which obtain, sirs . . .” he announced solemnly. “Very early this morning, His Majesty’s Brig o’ War Childers, standing off-and-on without the harbour of Brest, was fired upon by French batteries. Word has reached us by the semaphore towers that she was struck several times by heavy round-shot. Childers will come in, to display her damage, and the French round-shot . . . in her timbers, and upon her decks.”


    “But, are we at war, sir?” several officers demanded.


    “Better you should ask of Lord Dundas, or Lord Grenville, for that, sirs,” the commodore rejoined, snippish at their lack of deference to a senior officer, and their lack of decorum. “The Secretaries of State, and the Foreign Office . . . our Sovereign and Parliament, will best answer.” The commodore glared them to silence, harrumphed a last broadside of displeasure, settled his waistcoat, and stalked away to gather his things.


    “It’s come!” Alan Lewrie muttered to himself, feeling a thrill run up his spine to be there, on such a momentous occasion. Secretly pleased, though, to know there would be no more indecision, no more delays. Soon he would be aboard a ship again. The time for half-measures and tentative mobilisation was ended. “By God, it’s come!”


    “It’s war!” a lieutenant nearby cried exultantly, lifting his arms in glee. “Glorious war, at last!”


    Lewrie cocked his head to peer at him searchingly, as he and his compatriots pummeled each other on the back and chortled happily. Of course, he was very young, the lieutenant, he and all his fellows in badly tailored, ill-fitting “pinchbeck” uniforms. His sword was a cheap Hamburg, not even ivoried or gilded, with a brass grip sure to betray him and turn in his grasp were his palms ever damp.


    Second or third sons, the honourably penniless, with no means of livelihood but the sea, and warfare. For these desperately eager young men, peace had been a death sentence, stranding them miserly and sour on half-pay and annual remittance, perhaps, of less than fifty pounds altogether. But war, now . . . !


    Prize money, full pay, loot from captured ships, and a chance to practice their sea-craft, to gain advancement . . . to be noticed at last. Weaned as they were, as Lewrie had been, on personal honour, on “bottom” so bold they’d dare Death itself to display gay courage, risk life and limb for undying fame and glory . . . or fall gloriously at the very moment of a famous victory . . . well, now!


    Surely, Lewrie thought; the fools must recall the dangers, the fevers . . . the rancid food, foul living conditions . . . storms and peril! They weren’t ignorant midshipmen, starry-eyed and joining their first ship! They’d gone months without a letter, years of separation, seen shipmates slaughtered, scattered in pieces like an anatomy lesson at a teaching hospital, hopelessly wounded men passed out the gun ports alive to clear the fighting decks, dead sewn up in shrouds . . . or the permanently crippled amputees, the blind, the . . . !


    ’Course, there’s more’n a few thought me perverse, for sneerin’ at death-or-glory. No one, in his right mind, goes out of his way to die a hero, does he? Leastways, I didn’t. Not to say that Fortune didn’t have her way with me, whether I wished or no. I mean, dead is dead, for God’s sake, and what’s the bloody point of . . .


    “Lewrie?” A voice interrupted his fell musings. “Would Lieutenant Lewrie be present? Alan Lewrie, Anglesgreen, Surrey . . . ?”


    “Here!” Lewrie shouted in a loud quarterdeck voice, putting aside all his foul, ungentlemanly, un-English sarcasms and forebodings at once. “Tomorrow” was here!


    “The Deputy Secretary, Mister Jackson, will see you upstairs, Lieutenant Lewrie,” an old and ink-stained senior writer informed him. “Would you kindly step this way, sir?”



    George Jackson, Esquire’s offices were a smaller adjunct to the First Secretary’s, on the same floor as the Board Room. Lewrie presented himself, fingers twitching to seize the packet of orders which would be his passport. His Fortune.


    “Your servant, sir,” Lewrie coaxed, to gain the man’s notice.


    “Ah? Lewrie, well,” Jackson said, barely looking up from the burgeoning mounds of documents on either side of his tall clerking-desk, behind which he slaved standing up. He looked down immediately, though, to cluck his lips over an ineptly turned phrase, perhaps some ink smudge, or a clumsy or illegible example of penmanship. “I have your orders, sir. Hmm . . . these, aye.”


    “Thank you, sir.” Lewrie beamed, accepting the folded sheaf of vellum which one busy hand extended to him. He opened them eagerly, to see to which ship, what sort of ship, he would be assigned.


    “Bloody hell?” escaped his lips as he beheld the concise words. “Excuse me, Mister Jackson, sir. There must be some mistake. I’m for the Impress Service? Me, sir? ’Mean t’say—!”


    “You wish to question the wisdom of our Lords Commissioners, do you, Lewrie?” Jackson countered quickly, rewarding him with a tiny moue of disgust.


    “Sir, I’m not so old I dodder! ” Lewrie rejoined with some heat. “My sight is excellent, I’ve all my limbs . . . I’m sound, in wind and limb! Hale as a dray horse, sir. With all my teeth, which is more’n some may boast! Sir, the Impress Service is for those who—”


    “If we’re not at war with France this very instant, young sir, we shall be by nightfall,” Jackson fussed, giving Lewrie only half of his distracted attention. “No, no. Redo this section before . . . this whole page, in point of fact, before it goes to Mr. Stephens. Now, Lewrie . . . should there have been an error, which I most surely doubt, you may correspond with us from your new posting to amend it. Prevail ’pon your patrons to write us . . . but at this instant, we need to man the Fleet. The bulk still lies in-ordinary, and must be got to sea! Orders have come down for a hot ’press,’ Admiralty Protections to be waived, and that requires the most immediate reinforcement for the Impress Service. Else merchant seaman will escape our grasp, and England’s ‘Wooden Walls’ will continue to languish for want of hands! I do not originate orders, Lewrie, I only inscribe them and pass them on. Bloom where you’re planted, for the nonce, hey?”


    “Sir . . . Mister Jackson, I implore you,” Lewrie continued, in a softer, more wheedling tone of voice, striving to sound reasonable . . . though what he wanted most at that moment was to leap across the desk and strangle the frazzled old fart. “There was a term of service, in the Far East, a covert expedition . . . ’84 through ’86. Notice was put in my packet to the effect that I was unemployable. To disguise my absence, so I could pose as a half-pay officer with no prospects who took merchant service. Were you to but look, sir . . . perhaps that is still in there, and influenced my assignment . . .”


    “I am aware of that service, sir, and I was most scrupulous, at the First Secretary’s behest, to expunge your file of any false information, and to include a true accounting of your deeds, as soon as you paid off. Telesto, 3rd Rate eighty-gunner . . . Captain Ayscough. And, I also vividly recall your most gracious reception in the Board Room by Admirals Lord Hood and Howe, and Sir Philip Sydney. February of ’86, was it not, sir?” The Deputy Secretary fussed, proud of a memory as finely honed as his master, Philip Stephens. “I recall, too, that you received an immediate further active commission to the Bahamas, your first true command, did you not, sir? Hardly a sign of official disapproval, surely. There, d’ye see?”


    “Good God, though, sir . . .” Lewrie shivered.


    “Do you object strenuously enough to refuse an active commission, Lewrie,” Jackson cautioned with a grim, reassessing stare, “we shall needs select another officer. I might imagine an hundred men would leap at the chance. And you may continue to wait belowstairs. You are not so senior, or renowned, I must advise you, that a refusal now might ever lead to an active commission dearer to your heart. It is customary to demote truculent officers to the bottom of the List. Or strike them off altogether. It is your decision. Well, sir?”


    “No, sir,” Lewrie all but yelped quickly. “I shall not refuse! It’s just . . . it’s just . . .”


    “Needs of the Sea Service, sir,” Jackson concluded with a prim smugness. “Which do not, of necessity, happen to coincide with yours. And, we note that you are a married officer, sir. Surely your wife . . . and children, I note as well . . .”


    “That’s not a handicap like being lamed, or . . . surely!”


    “More like an excess of limbs than the lack, Mister Lewrie.” Jackson took time to form a labourious jape. “You know the Navy has a chary opinion of the zeal of a married officer. Now, we are quite busy, and you have taken more valuable time than I should have given you. Will there be anything more you wish of me, sir?”


    “Uh, no, sir. I suppose not.” Lewrie sagged, completely defeated. And burning at the unfairness of it, the peremptory treatment . . . and the utter shame of it! “Good day to you, sir.”


    He bowed himself out, staggered down the hall, down the stairs, to the Waiting Room to gather his boat cloak. And reread what seemed a cynical boot up the arse.


    “Mine arse on a bandbox!” he muttered bitterly. He wasn’t even to go near a real naval port. He’d expected the Nore, downriver near the mouth of the Thames and the Medway; to Chatham, perhaps. Or south to Portsmouth and Spithead. Instead, he was to report to the Regulating Captain of the Deptford district, just below London Bridge and the Pool of London. Deptford, hard by Cheapside, Greenwich Hospital and infamous Wapping. He seriously doubted if a single whole seaman, with any wits about him, would be found there after the morrow. Not after word of a “hot ’press” made the rounds!


    “I mean, if one’s going to pressgang, at least one could have a post worth the trouble!” he sighed. From what he knew of the nefarious ways of Deptford dockyard officials, there’d be five thousand men with Protections by sundown (with a pretty sum in those officials’ pockets, too) and the “Wapping landlords,” the crimps, would sell a corpse to a merchant master before they’d ever aid an Impress officer. Navy bribes could never rival civilian.


    “Dear Lord . . . is it too late to catch up with Sir George and ‘Porker’ Forrester?” he wondered as he pocketed his hateful orders and went out into the inner courtyard. “They mightn’t be too bad.”
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