
    [image: ]

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            GENTLEMAN CAPTAIN
            
 
            J.D DAVIES
            

         
 
         
            
               [image: ] 
                  
               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            There were gentlemen and there were seamen in the navy of Charles the Second. But the seamen were not gentlemen; and the gentlemen were not seamen.
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         We would strike the rocks, the ship would break apart, and we would all drown. Of this, I was certain.
 
         His Majesty’s ship the Happy Restoration was beating up to Kinsale harbour, into the teeth of a hard northerly gale that had blown up with sudden, unforgiving fury. We had weathered the Old Head, somehow avoided smashing ourselves to pieces on Hake Head, and were now edging toward the chops of the harbour mouth itself. Vast seas drove the ship every way at once, the timbers screaming against the waters that sought to tear them apart.
         
 
         On the quarterdeck, we three men tried desperately to keep our feet, clinging to whatever stood fast, fighting the bitter and freezing Irish rain that drove straight into our faces. There was the ship’s master, John Aldred, splendidly confident in his ability to bring us safe to anchor, as drunk as Bacchus after a rough night in Southwark. There was the best of his master’s mates, Kit Farrell, my own age, watching the shore and the sails and the rigging with a strange dread in his eyes. And there stood I, or tried to stand, clinging desperately to a part of the ship I could scarce, in my fright and inexperience, have named if called upon to do so. Matthew Quinton, aged twenty-one, captain of his Majesty’s ship. Strange as it sounds, the prospect of my imminent demise was almost less dreadful to me than the prospect of surviving. Survival would mean having to report to my superiors that we had spectacularly missed our rendezvous with the Virginia and Barbados merchant fleets, which we were meant to escort to the Downs in that year of grace 1661. They were probably still out in the endless ocean, or sunk by the weather, or the French, or the Spanish, or the Dutch, or the corsairs, or the ghost of Barbarossa.
         
 
         A torrent of spray ended my aimless reflections in time for me to hear Aldred’s latest pronouncement. ‘Be not afraid, Captain! Plenty of sea room, if we tack but shortly. This breeze will die from the west as fast as it sprang up, as God is my judge.’
 
         Aldred’s eyes were glazed, not from the salt spray that stung us mercilessly, but from too much victualler’s ale and bad port wine. Kit Farrell moved behind him, braced himself against a huge wave, reached me and shouted above the roar of the sea, ‘Captain, he’s mistaken – if we try to tack now, we’ll strike on the rocks for certain – we shouldn’t have had so much sail still aloft, not even in the wind as it was …’
         
 
         But the tempest relented as he spoke, just a little, and a shout that Aldred would never have heard before now carried to his ears as clear as day. The old man turned and glowered at Farrell.
 
         ‘Damn, Master Farrell, and what do you know of it?’ he cried. ‘How many times have you brought ships home into Kinsale haven, in far worse than this?’ We would have the Prince Royal next, I feared. ‘Don’t you know I first went to sea on the Prince Royal, back in the year Thirteen, taking the Princess Elizabeth over to Holland for her marriage? Near fifty years ago, Mister Farrell!’ And next it would be Drake. ‘Don’t you know I learned my trade under men who’d sailed with Drake? Drake himself!’ And last would come the Armada: Aldred’s drunken litany of self-regard was almost as predictable as dusk succeeding dawn. ‘Blood of Christ, I’ve messed with men who were in the Armada fight. So damn me, Master Farrell, I know my business! I know the pilotage of Kinsale better than most men alive, I know how to bring us through a mere lively breeze like this, and God strike me down if I don’t!’ And as an afterthought, as the wind and the spray rose once more, he leaned over to me, gave me a full measure of beer-vapour breath, and said, ‘Begging your pardon, Captain Quinton.’
         
 
         I was too fearful to give any sort of pardon, or to remind Aldred yet again that my grandfather had also fought the Armada, and sailed with Drake to boot. Drake was the most vain and obnoxious man he ever knew, my grandfather said. After himself, that is, my mother would always add.
         
 
         The ever-strengthening wind struck us in full force once more, snatching a man off the cross-beam that those who knew of such things called the foretopsail yard. He flailed his arms against the mighty gale, and for the briefest of moments it looked as though he had fulfilled the dream of the ancients, and achieved flight. Then the wind drove him into the next great wave bearing down on us, and he was gone. All the while, Farrell and Aldred traded insults about reefs and courses, irons and stays, all of it the language of the Moon to my ears.
 
         Kit Farrell started to rage. ‘Damn yourself to hell, Aldred, you’ll kill us all!’ He turned to me. ‘Captain, for God’s sake, order him to bear away! We’ve too little sea room, for all of Aldred’s bluster. If we brade up close all our sails and lie at try with our main course, then we can run back into open sea, or make along the coast for the Cove of Cork or Milford. Easier harbours in a northerly, Captain!’
 
         Uncertainty covered me like a shroud. ‘Our orders are for Kinsale—’
 
         ‘Sir, not at the risk of endangering the ship!’
 
         Still I hesitated. Aldred began to snap his orders through a speaking trumpet. After eight months at sea, four of them in command of this ship, I was now vaguely aware of the theory and practice of tacking. I remembered Aldred’s tipsy and relatively patient explanation. No ship can sail right into the wind, Captain, nor more than six points on either side of it. To go towards the wind, you must sail on diagonals. Like a comb, sir, like the teeth of a comb. Make your way up the teeth to the head of the comb. I had seen it done often enough, but never in wind that came straight from the flatulence of hell’s own bowels. 
         
 
         Kit Farrell watched the men on the masts and the yards as they battled equally with those few of our sails that were not yet reefed, as they said, and to preserve themselves from the fate of their shipmate, our Icarus. Between the huge waves that struck me and pulled me and blinded me and knocked the breath out of me, I looked on helplessly at the activity about the ship. I could see only sodden men taking in and letting out sodden canvas in a random fashion. Farrell, bred at sea since he was nine, saw a different scene. ‘Too slow, Captain – the wind’s come on too strong, and too fast – too many raw men, too much sail aloft even for a better crew to take in or reef in time – and the ship’s too old, too crank—’
 
         The spray and rain eased for a moment. I saw the black shore of County Cork, so much closer than it had been a minute before. Waves that were suddenly as high as our masts broke themselves on the rocks with a dreadful roaring. I ran my hand through my drenched and thinning hair, for both hat and periwig were long lost to the wind.
 
         Aldred was slurring a mixture of oaths and orders, the former rapidly outweighing the latter. Farrell turned to me again, his face red from whip-lashes of rain. ‘Captain, we’ll strike for sure – we can’t make the tack, not now – order him to bear away, sir, in the name of dear heaven—’
         
 
         I opened my mouth, and closed it. I was captain, and could overrule the master. But I knew next to nothing of the sea. The master controlled the movement of the ship and set its course. John Aldred was one of the most experienced masters in the navy. I knew nothing; I was a captain but four months. But John Aldred was a deluded drunk, lying unconscious in his cabin long after this sudden storm blew up. I knew nothing, but I was a gentleman. John Aldred was old, with bad eyes even when sober. I knew nothing, but I was an earl’s brother. I was born to command. I was the captain. Farrell’s eyes were on me, begging, imploring. I knew nothing, but I was the captain of the Happy Restoration. 
         
 
         I opened my mouth again, ready to order Aldred to bear away as Kit had told me. ‘Mister Ald—’ I began, but got no further.
 
         A great wave more monstrous than all that had gone before smashed over the side. I shut my mouth a fraction too late, and what seemed a gallon or more of salt water coursed down my throat. My height told against me, for a shorter man would have been able to brace himself better. The ship rolled, I lost my footing and slid across the deck on my back. Farrell pulled me up, but my senses were gone for moments. I coughed up sea water, then vomited. I heard Farrell say, very quietly, ‘It’s too late, Captain. We’re dead men.’
 
         As I retched again, I opened my eyes. The men high on the yards were climbing down with all of God’s speed – and falling, too, I saw with horror. The few sails we still had spread were loose, mere rags blowing free on strings. Aldred was clinging to the rail, staring at the shore. He was mouthing something, but I could hear barely anything above the roar of wind and the awful crashing of water on rock. Farrell took hold of me again, and as I lurched forward through the gale, I made out Aldred’s words.
 
         ‘Have mercy upon me, O Lord; for I am weak: O Lord, heal me; for my bones are vexed …’ The sixth psalm of David. The old words were a comfort, now, at what I knew was the moment of my death, and I found myself mouthing them with Aldred, unheard above the thunder of the seas that gathered at last to crush us. For in death there is no remembrance of thee: in the grave who shall give thee thanks? I am weary with my groaning; all the night make I my bed to swim; I water my couch with my tears. Mine eye is consumed because of grief …
         
 
         A vast wave struck our right broadside and turned the ship almost over, driving the hull across the water. We must have ridden up onto a great submerged rock, for our frames roared their agony, and I saw the deals of the deck begin to tear apart as our back broke. The foremast sprang with a loud crack. The force of the water and the impact of our grounding threw Aldred across into the nearest mast, the one that seamen call the mizzen, which folded him like paper around itself, crushing his innards and backbone as it did so. I saw one of his mates, Worsley, take the full weight of a cannon that had not been lashed secure, driving him off the deck and to his maker. I saw these things in what I knew to be my last moments, as my feet left the deck and I felt only water, and wind, and then water.
         
 
         The old mariners on Blackwall shore will tell you that drowning men see their whole lives flash before them, and see the souls of all the drowned sailors of the earth coming up to meet them, no doubt as Drake’s Drum beats out its phantom galliard to welcome them to the shore beyond. That day, as the Happy Restoration died, I learned more of drowning than most men. I heard no drum, saw no souls swimming to meet me, and the pathetic apology that was my twenty-one years of life did not flash before me. There was only the most unbearable noise, worse than the greatest broadside in the greatest battle, and the screaming of my chest as it fought for just one more breath. Then there was the face and horn of a unicorn, and I knew that I was dead.
         
 
         ‘Take hold, Captain – God in heaven, sir, take hold!’
 
         I opened my eyes again, and the unicorn bent upon me the unfaltering stare that only a creature of the dumbest wood can give. Kit Farrell was holding me fast, his other arm taut around the head of a wooden lion. Between us lay the harp of Ireland, the fleurs-de-lis of France, the lion rampant of Scotland and the lions passant of England. It was our sternpiece. Somehow, the proud wooden emblem of our country had broken free from the ship, and become our raft. Somehow – by a miracle of wind and tide or Farrell’s kicks into the sea – we had come into a pool between two great rocks and wedged there, safe from the worst blasts of the storm.
         
 
         I swallowed air as if it were ambrosia, and gripped my unicorn with all my strength. I looked at Farrell. He was looking beyond me, so I turned, and saw a sight that is with me to this day, as vivid as it was at that very moment. 
         
 
         My last sight of my first command was her bow. It reared into the air, and a great wave pushed it higher still, pushed it toward the heavens. Our new figurehead, the crown and oak laurels, was suddenly clear against the sun in the west, as the gale blew itself out and the sky began to brighten. Then the last great gusts blew the bow onto the western shore, where it shattered like so much kindling. A moment before, I saw dark shapes trying to crawl like ants up the deck, up towards our figurehead. The strike against the rock threw some into the sea, some against the teeth of the shore. The last of our men were gone. His Majesty’s ship the Happy Restoration, formerly the Lord Protector, was gone.
         
 
         I see that sight in my dreams, all these distant years later, as vivid now as it was that October day. I still see the sight, and I still reckon the cost. Upwards of one hundred souls, drowned or broken on the rocks. God knows how many widows made, and orphans cast onto the streets. All damned to oblivion by my ignorance, indecision, and pride.
 
         
             

         
 
         Some hours afterwards, we were sitting on stools and swathed in blankets in front of a blazing fire. We were in a barracks room of the old James Fort, on the west side of Kinsale harbour. There were twenty-nine survivors from the wreck of the Happy Restoration. Kit Farrell and I were the only officers. The Governor of Kinsale had been attentive and sympathetic, sending over bowls of broth and jugs of a fiery Irish drink, both of which burned the throat in equally harsh measure. But the victuals served their purpose, and slowly, feeling returned to limbs, my cheeks began to flush, and I finally rediscovered my tongue.
         
 
         I drew breath. ‘Mister Farrell,’ I said. ‘Thank you.’
 
         Perhaps I should have said more. This man my own age had saved my life, perhaps saved far more than he would ever know: the fate of an earldom, at the very least. But my throat and lungs were sore from the storm, the seawater, and the governor’s largesse, and I had no breath for speeches. Nor in truth could I face unburdening myself to another at that moment, for God knows what depths of anguish and guilt might have spilled forth. Kit Farrell seemed to know this. He pulled himself a little higher on his stool. Struggling to speak, just as I had, he said, ‘It was the sternpiece, sir. It was carried away by the same wave that swept us from the deck.’ Then he smiled, the proof of a small private joke, and said, ‘Brazen incompetents, Captain. Corrupt as a Roman cardinal. Old treenails, probably, so they could take the new ones bought for the job down to Southwark market and sell them. Deptford shipwrights, sir. Villains to a man. Deptford yard refitted her when the king came back, and they took down Noll Cromwell’s arms and put up the king’s.’
         
 
         I took another measure of the increasingly attractive Irish drink. ‘So they cheated when they fastened the sternpiece?’
 
         ‘And much else on that curse of a ship, for it to break apart as it did, but they saved our lives by doing so. God bless them, Captain Quinton.’
         
 
         ‘God bless you, Mister Farrell. But for you, I’d never have caught hold, and never seen this world again.’ I thought of my wife and all that I had so nearly lost. I thought upon the scores of men who had perished. I felt an uncontrollable pain; not a wound, but something in my gut and throat that began to swell and tighten. I fought back my shame, forced myself to look my saviour in the eye. Then I raised my cup to him.
 
         ‘My brother is an earl, and friend to the king,’ I said, awkwardly. This was entirely true. ‘We are a rich family, one of the richest in England.’ This was entirely untrue, though once, things had been different. ‘I owe you my life, Mister Farrell. We Quintons, we’ve always been men of honour. It’s lifeblood to us. I am in your debt, and my honour demands that I repay you.’
 
         He was probably as embarrassed at having to listen to this appalling pomposity as I was in uttering it. A man of my own rank would have called me a fool, or boxed me about the head. But a man of Kit Farrell’s rank would have known nothing of gentlemanly honour, although evidently he knew enough of sympathy and discretion. He sat silently for some minutes, gazing into the fire. Then he turned his head towards me and said, ‘One thing I would like, sir. One thing above all others.’
         
 
         ‘Name it, if it’s in my power.’
 
         ‘Captain, I can’t read or write. I see men like yourself taking pleasure from books, and I’d like to know that world. I see that writing makes men better themselves. Reading and writing, they’re the key to all. I look around me, sir, and I see men must have them these days if they’re to advance in life, be it in the king’s navy or any other way of this world. Knowing words gives men power, so it seems to me. But I’ve never found anyone willing to teach me, sir.’
 
         I had a sudden memory of my old schoolmaster at Bedford – Mervyn, the meanest sort of little Welsh pedant – and wondered what he would have made of his worst pupil turning teacher. Then I thought of other men, of my father and grandfather, and in that moment I knew what they would have me say. ‘I’ll teach you reading and writing, Mister Farrell. Gladly. It’s the smallest of prices for my life, so I should not ask anything else from you in return.’ I retched up more Irish salt sea, and something grey and indescribable. I reached for the governor’s fire-liquid and burned away the taste. ‘But there’s something I’d have you teach me, too.’
 
         ‘Captain?’
 
         ‘Teach me the sea, Mister Farrell. Tell me the names of the ropes, and the ways to steer a course. Teach me of the sun and the stars, and the currents, and the oceans. Teach me how to be a proper captain for a king’s ship.’
 
         I held out my hand to Kit Farrell. After a moment, he took it, and we shook. 
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         ‘Like you, Matthias, I was captain of a ship at twenty-one,’ said my brother-in-law, ‘but unlike you, I did not lose her before I was twenty-two.’
         
 
         From most men, this would have been an intolerable goad and insult, worthy of a blade in the ribs at dawn. From Captain Cornelis van der Eide, it was a rare proof of the existence of his tortured sense of humour, generally thought to be as mythical as the gryphon.
 
         ‘Cornelis!’ His sister, my wife, admonished him, her eyes flashing like the broadside of a sixty-gunner. ‘You must not jest with Matthew over this. Many men died on his ship, and he feels their loss each day.’
 
         Although Cornelia was fully ten years her brother’s junior, and as slight as he was bovine, she made him flush like a child caught stealing apples from an orchard. She could always bend him to her will in an instant, this proud, square-chested captain; a man who could stand up to the hardest burgomasters of Amsterdam and trade broadsides with the best.
 
         Cornelis mouthed an apology and raised his glass to me in supplication. It was the first time that my brother-in-law and I had met since the loss of the Happy Restoration, six months before. Cornelis’s ship was in Erith Reach, taking on supplies while her captain consulted with our Navy Board, for some reason unspecified. He was soon to sail for the Iceland fisheries, where he was to guard the boats that gleaned their rich harvest from that perilous sea. But for all his faults, Cornelis van der Eide took his family responsibilities seriously, and even the apparently pressing nature of his expedition could not prevent him paying his respects to his sister and his in-laws in our strange old house in the depths of rural Bedfordshire, fifty or more miles north of his berth.
         
 
         In his ineffably dull way, Cornelis had been holding forth for much of the meal on the merits of training captains to the sea from the age of, say, nine, which was precisely how old he had been when he was first taken out beyond the Schooneveld shoals and into the North Sea by a schipper uncle. Then he had treated us to a profoundly tedious discourse on the sailing qualities of his new command, a strong forty-gun ship called the Wapen van Veere. He seemed particularly pleased with the sheer of the wales, and I wondered momentarily why he had such blubbery sea-leviathans fastened to the side of his ship. Cornelis went on to essay an opinion on the alleged superiority of the Dutch system of government, with its seven virtually independent provinces, five mutually suspicious admiralties, and countless squabbling factions.
         
 
         I had heard Cornelis’ opinions many times – most memorably at interminable length at my wedding feast – and merely nodded passively from time to time. My eyes wandered instead to the decaying vaulting and beetle-eaten roof timbers of the cavernous hall in which we ate, and as I did at every meal, I contemplated the possibility of the entire structure crashing down to kill us all. My gaze moved down to Cornelia, to her clean and louse-free hair, her smooth, round face and delicate white bosom. She wore, in Cornelis’s honour, a grand orange dress that I knew to be a political statement against her brother’s dogged republicanism. She would have none of Cornelis’s defence of their homeland. She had adopted the ways of her new country to a gratifying degree, and in any case was relishing the rare opportunity to resume her lifelong squabble with her sibling.
         
 
         ‘Oh, come, brother!’ she cried mockingly. ‘Surely even you can see that the present government of Nederland is a calamity? Holland against Zeeland, the other six provinces against Holland, Orangists versus Republicans, Amsterdam versus the world! And what of religion, Cornelis? A state that publicly preaches the dourest version of Calvinism imaginable, yet gladly tolerates Catholics, Jews, Devil-worshippers and God knows what as long as they make enough money to swell the coffers of that same state! If this is De Witt’s “True Freedom”, brother, then God preserve us from it!’
         
 
         Cornelis looked on her indulgently, as he always did, for in that, at least, we were agreed: we both loved this bright, impetuous, and forthright creature, and would defend her with every breath in our bodies.
 
         Cornelis said, mildly, ‘Then what would you put in its place, sister?’ Of course, he knew the answer perfectly well: the orange dress was eloquent enough.
 
         ‘Why, monarchy, what else? Look at England, now happy again under her rightful sovereign after all those long, miserable years of emulating our foolish Dutch republic!’ Knowing rather more than my wife of the discontents that swirled around the court, of the murmurings of the London mob and the emptiness of the royal exchequer, I raised an eyebrow. Cornelia continued, ‘The Prince of Orange should be made king, brother, and De Witt and all his acolytes in the States-General sent packing back to the Amsterdam brothels whence they sprang!’
 
         Not even Cornelis could tolerate such a slander from his sister, who seemed thus to accuse Johan De Witt, Grand Pensionary of Holland and the man who held the entire shambolic Dutch state together, of being a whoremaster. Captain van der Eide drew himself up in his chair. ‘The prince is a lad of twelve, sister!’ he said. ‘Make him king, and we will have a civil war to equal the one that tore England apart …’
 
         Thus they continued, and I returned my gaze to the ceiling. As I did so, I contemplated the mystery of how this impenetrable pottage of rude, avaricious merchants, the United Provinces of the Netherlands, could dare to contend with England for dominion over the trade of the world. We had already fought one war, in the Commonwealth’s time, and sometimes on the quarterdeck of the Happy Restoration I considered the likelihood of another, and the prospect of sailing into battle against my good-brother Cornelis. It was a thought that ever filled me with dread, for I knew full well that behind Cornelis’s dull face and speech lay the heart and mind of a consummate seaman and ferocious warrior.
         
 
         My mother, attired as always in black mourning weeds, stirred from her meditation of the fireplace. Perhaps she had experienced Cornelia’s sharp mockery herself often enough to know that it was time to lead the warring van der Eide siblings onto safer ground. ‘Tell me, Cornelis. Your parents. They are well?’
 
         Cornelia fixed her lively brown eyes on a particularly alarming piece of capon on her plate, then took up her knife and set about it mercilessly. Despite being, somehow, their child, my wife cared even less for Meinheer en Mevrouw van der Eide, of Veere in Zeeland, than did my mother. Cornelis van der Eide de Jonge contemplated the question as though it was a complex navigational problem. ‘Ja, my Lady Ravensden, they are well. Our father expects to become burgomaster of Veere this year, or the next. My mother is a little troubled by the rheum and the gout, but otherwise—’
         
 
         ‘So are we all, Cornelis, at our age,’ said my mother with as much kindness as she could muster, cutting off any further discussion of Mevrouw van der Eide’s symptoms. Mother had never been a patient woman, and the arthritic stoop and stiffened fingers of she who had once been the tallest and most striking of court beauties made her intolerant of the frailties of others. She looked at her son-in-law with her head cocked slightly to one side, an expression that she usually reserved for the dullest of our tenants, or for Cornelia; it was a rare and welcome occasion, I thought drily, when the two of them could turn their fire onto a guest, rather than training their barbs against each other. My mother was silent for a moment, then glanced at her plate and evidently decided that the conversation had only one refuge left to it, if it was not to stray back to navies, politics or the van der Eide family.
         
 
         ‘You found the capon to your liking, I trust?’
 
         Naturally, she had not the slightest interest in her son-in-law’s opinion of the capon. Although my mother never commented on the matter, I suspected that she had regretted almost from the first moment her agreement to marry her younger son into this tedious burgher stock. The marriage contract, born of Quinton desperation and penury in the bleakest days of exile, had given the van der Eides their connection to a bloodline of English aristocracy, allowing them to strut a little more proudly to the Grote Kerk in Veere each Sunday. To be fair, I had acquired a wife so pleasant, witty, musical, supportive, and utterly unlike her parents and brother, that I sometimes contemplated the impossible proposition that Mevrouw van der Eide had cuckolded her husband with some exotic foreign mercenary who chanced to ride through Veere in the autumn of 1638, on his way to the wars. For all my contentment with Cornelia in those days, though, the Quintons had never quite received the healthy dowry that was meant to accompany her, and which would have gone far towards retrieving our family’s woeful financial state. For all his bourgeois stolidity, Cornelis van der Eide de Oude was surprisingly evasive on the matter. There was always some vague talk of problems on the Amsterdam insurance bourse, or of difficulties with cargoes from Smyrna. Or, on other days, Batavia.
 
         Presumably ignorant of his hostess’s doubts, Cornelis van der Eide contemplated his remaining piece of capon dubiously for a moment, then brightened as the correct answer presented itself to him. ‘Of course, my lady. As always, Ravensden Abbey provides a repast fit for a king.’
 
         Samuel Barcock, the ancient, lanky and puritanical steward of Ravensden, permitted himself a shadow of a smile from his position behind my mother’s chair. The compliment from the brave and godly Captain van der Eide would get back within the hour to the abbey’s cook and housekeeper, Goodwife Barcock, and within a day it would be all around the clucking gossips in their Bedford prayer meeting. I privately applauded my block-headed brother-in-law for learning enough of the etiquette of our home in his two previous visits to lie outrageously about the tough, cold, and over-cooked meat that invariably emerged from our kitchen.
         
 
         Old Barcock cleared the plates as quickly as his ancient legs and uncertain grip would permit, shrugging off the feeble attempts at assistance offered by Elias, the imbecile that Cornelis perversely chose to employ as his servant. As Barcock tottered away towards the kitchens, Cornelis’s minimal patience with the social pleasantries of an English table came to its inevitably early end; after all, he was but the son of an avaricious Dutch merchant.
 
         ‘So, Matthias,’ he said, turning towards me. ‘You have no prospect of another command?’
 
         Cornelia grimaced, but her brother did not see her expression. I said, as amiably as I could, ‘The commissions for this year’s expeditions were issued long ago, Cornelis. Our ships are nearly all in the Mediterranean – Admiral Lawson’s fleet against the corsairs, while my Lord Sandwich takes possession of Tangier and brings home our new queen. I cannot see how I would have had any prospect of a command this year, even if I had not lost my ship.’
 
         My beautiful, pert Cornelia defended me against myself, as she always did, and said quickly, ‘You forget, my brother, that Matthew may not need to seek further command in the navy. His heart is set on a commission in the Life Guards, which is what we all hoped for when the king was happily restored to his throne. Command at sea was the last thing Matthew desired, or sought.’
 
         This was true, though I could still hear the words in my head, still fresh in my memory: Teach me the sea, Mister Farrell.
         
 
         ‘Now his brother, the earl, is using all his influence with his friend the king to secure a place for Matthew in the Guards, where he belongs,’ Cornelia continued. ‘It will be a fit position for a man of his breeding, away from all these rolling men with their strange talk of ropes, sails and bearings—’
         
 
         My mother looked up from the last rigid remnants of her capon and said vaguely, ‘Of course, my dear Cornelis, your sister means no disrespect to your calling or your kind. In your country, the son of the next burgomaster of Veere can become a captain in a great navy that is the dread and envy of all the world. In our country, though, the navy is no place for a gentleman and a Cavalier. Commands here go to captains who served under Noll Cromwell, that incarnate Satan. If the king was to make the navy solely the preserve of our kind, as he has done with the army, I would be content for my son to serve in it. But at this moment – not.’
         
 
         Although they warred on almost every matter under the sun, Cornelia had learned rapidly to recognize my mother’s absolutes, after which no further discussion was permissible and the subject of conversation had to be changed. Her brother, lacking both Cornelia’s experience of the dowager countess and her unfailing good sense, blundered on regardless. ‘Then why, my lady, does your king appoint such Satanic captains, and put over them admirals like Sandwich and Lawson, who surely also served Cromwell and your Commonwealth? And have not men of breeding, as you call them, always commanded in your navy, during those times when you have had kings or queens? What of Matthias’s grandfather, for instance?’
 
         I braced myself for an imperious explosion from my mother, whose face was fast colouring to flame. Two subjects, and two only, infallibly drew such a reaction from her.
 
         The first was the execution of King Charles the First of Blessed Memory, Saint and Martyr, in whose honour she lit an unconscionable number of candles on every anniversary of his birth, death, and certain other days of the year that she associated with his sacred memory. Towards those she held responsible for his death, she reserved depths of vitriol probably unique even for a Cavalier woman of her age and station. 
         
 
         The second was her father-in-law, my grandfather and namesake, Matthew Quinton, eighth Earl of Ravensden. He was there now, behind her. The vast portrait painted for the earl’s eightieth birthday by Van Dyck himself was mounted on the east wall of the great hall, directly behind the countess’s chair, so that she could eat without ever looking on the old man’s face. There he was, arms akimbo and in a breastplate, attempting to look forty years younger and failing utterly, thanks to his own vanity in employing the greatest artist of the day, an artist who caught unerringly every line and wrinkle: this man who had sailed the seas with the likes of Drake, Hawkins and Raleigh, the darling of the London mob, who had won the heart of the great Queen Bess herself, and whose legend had been drummed in to me throughout my childhood years.
 
         My mother, who had done none of the drumming, drew in her breath, and said, ‘Matthew’s grandfather was a mere pirate – he nearly bankrupted and destroyed the House of Quinton with his lunatic schemes—’
         
 
         Cornelia interrupted bravely. ‘My lady, Barcock is beckoning. The rhubarb fool, I think.’
 
         The dowager countess recollected herself. It did not do to tell tales to the servants of their social superiors, even a long-dead one whom Samuel Barcock had served for forty years, and whom he had heartily detested as a dissolute, godless rake. As the uncomfortably liquid rhubarb fool was served, I endeavoured to deflect Cornelis onto safer ground.
 
         ‘The king seeks to put behind us all the quarrels of the late unhappy times, brother. Our past differences are forgotten, and not to be brought to mind. Reconciliation is our watchword, now – Cavaliers and Roundheads, all serving together, all loyal to king and England.’ My mother sniffed in disapproval, but, kings being infallible in her eyes, it was just possible that her displeasure was directed at the rhubarb fool, and not at Charles the Second. ‘Of course, some of those who served under Cromwell and the rest have been condemned—’ 
         
 
         ‘The regicides, may they rot in hell for signing the death warrant of the blessed royal martyr,’ said my mother, straying dangerously close to bringing up her two greatest hates in the space of one dessert course.
 
         ‘And justly executed, of course,’ I said smoothly, bowing to my mother. ‘But the king owes his throne to the likes of Montagu and General Monck, now the Duke of Albemarle. You remember how it was, brother.’
 
         Vivid in my mind was the garret room in the van der Eide house in Veere, on an April day almost exactly two years before. Cornelia lay asleep in bed alongside me, as naked as a Rubens model, her long brown hair spilling wantonly over the pillow. There was no rush to stir. There never was, for the penniless younger brother of an exiled traitor. Then the deepest bell of the Grote Kerk in Veere had begun to toll, slowly at first, then steadily faster. Guns fired from some of the ships further down the Veerse Meer, then from some of those in the harbour. As the distant cheering started to draw nearer, along the quay beneath our window, I got up and pulled on my breeches. The crowd was running, and shouting, and dancing, English, Scots, Irish and Dutch all riotously happy together. Cornelia awoke, pulled the sheets around herself and joined me at the window. I recognized a few of our fellow exiles. There was Sir Peter Harcourt, worth two thousand a year before the wars, pouring small beer over his dirty face and the rags of his last shirt. Old Stallard, who had once been a cathedral dean and was brother to a viscount, was pulling a protesting tavern wench into an alley, lifting her skirts exultantly. I cried out for the news, but no one could hear. The mob spilled past, some towards the church, others towards the Campveer Tower at the water’s edge. Then I saw Cornelis. His ship was at the quay, almost beneath our window, the outermost of three van der Eide vessels readying themselves for a voyage to the Levant. He was in the bow, seemingly attending to a problem in the rigging. He cupped his hands and called out to us.
 
         ‘Your English Parliament has voted to recall your king, Matthias. General Monck has won Cromwell’s old army over to it, and General Montagu brings his navy to Scheveningen to take King Charles over. You have a country and a home again, my brother.’ Thus ended England’s eleven-year interregnum, and we exiles who had thronged every town of the Netherlands and Spanish Flanders could rejoice at our own, very personal, restorations.
         
 
         Two years later, at table in Ravensden Abbey, the same Cornelis van der Eide nodded slowly. I continued, ‘Even if the king had enough Cavalier officers for all his ships, most of them would be men like me, young gentleman captains who barely know one end of a ship from the other. If he wants experience, he has to turn to Noll Cromwell’s men, who are now Monck’s and Montagu’s. You know better than I how good some of them are, brother.’
 
         Cornelis nodded gravely, but said nothing. The first of the great wars between the Dutch and the English had begun ten years before, born of the perverse refusal of the Dutch to agree that English goods (plentiful) should be carried in English ships (few and expensive) rather than in Dutch hulls (many, and quite preposterously cheap). This war proved to be a very Armageddon on the North Sea, and after a few early Dutch successes, the Commonwealth’s navy smashed their vaunted fleet almost into oblivion. Cornelis van der Eide had then been lieutenant on a forty-gun Zeeland ship, but in the middle of the ferocious Battle of the Gabbard Shoal, a cannon ball took off his captain’s head and gave him instant and unexpected promotion. Although Cornelis had fought his ship out of danger with skill and courage, fifty of his men had died at the hands of a fleet under the same General Monck who now strutted the corridors of Whitehall as Duke of Albemarle: the man to whom the king owed his throne and who proclaimed loudly that he desired nothing more than a new war against the Dutch, thus finishing the job he had begun.
 
         My good-brother and I were silent for a minute or more, perhaps both thinking of the men we had commanded who were now only memories, even for the fish who had consumed them. Then my mother turned back to us from a discussion with Barcock, coughed and clapped. ‘Now, Cornelis,’ she said, ‘what were you saying about your father becoming burgomaster?’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         We were eating suspiciously green cheese, and Cornelis was once more regaling us with the town politics of Veere, when Barcock’s daughter slipped into the hall and whispered something to her father. She was the youngest of the fourteen Barcock children, and with foreknowledge of her nature, her parents might have thought twice before naming her Chastity. She was about my age, and had been in love with me since we were infants. As she turned to leave she caught my eye, winked, and smiled wantonly. Her father, happily unaware of her ill-concealed lust, and of the fact that she was known to amuse herself with a steadily rising number of swarthy lads from the valley villages, patted her fondly on the head. Then he turned and began staggering slowly over to the table.
 
         Reaching my mother’s side, Barcock coughed loudly. ‘The man Phineas Musk is here, my lady. He has a message from the earl for Captain Quinton. I commanded him to remain in the antechamber, but he has made his way to the library.’ He gave another dry cough and muttered under his breath, ‘I anticipate there will be several books fewer after he leaves.’
 
         Barcock detested Musk, the steward of my brother’s town house in London. Where Barcock was every inch the dour old Puritan, Musk was a crafty, carousing rogue with a suspiciously vague past. Cornelia was convinced he had once been a highwayman on the Canterbury road, albeit on no good evidence.
 
         I made over-hasty apologies to my wife, my mother, and, with blessed relief, my brother-in-law, and almost sprang from my chair, such was my joy at this unexpected liberation. The library of Ravensden Abbey was a short walk away, down the corridor that had once been the east side of the cloister. The library itself had been the chapter house, just as the hall in which we dined was once the nave of the gloomy old abbey church, in which for centuries monks had prayed for the release of souls from a purgatory I imagined as only marginally less painful than a dinner with Captain Cornelis van der Eide and the Countess of Ravensden. My ancestor Harry Quinton, the fourth earl, had been granted the abbey lands and buildings by King Henry VIII when that sovereign brought down the monasteries, and how glad he had been to decamp here from the family’s ruinous old castle across the valley. But we Quintons were multiply unfortunate with money, and never quite had the funds to replace the abbey with a great house after the latest fashion, or so the story ran. So the old church and its monastic offshoots survived, converted piecemeal over the years into a strange, rambling jumble of unsuitable rooms and corridors that ended inexplicably at poorly built brick walls. My mother, though, had a different theory to explain the oddity in which we lived. The Quintons had ample money, she said, before my grandfather lost it all. According to her, the house had stayed recognizably an abbey through the formidable will of Katherine, wife to the fourth earl and mother to the next three, who lived to be nearly ninety. She had been a nun early in life, and guilt at abandoning her vows for the bed of Harry Quinton made her determined to die in her very own, vast, private convent. Or so my mother said.
         
 
         I found Phineas Musk in the library, studying my father’s first folio of Shakespeare. He was a small, round man with a bald head, and a timeless, watchful face that might have borne any age between forty and sixty. As usual with Musk, there was no deference, only an uneasy sense that he was resuming a private conversation with himself. ‘Don’t see the point in Shakespeare, myself. Went to see his Hurricanoe at the Cockpit just last week, attending on your brother. No, not Hurricanoe – some great wind or other. And that was all it was. Great wind. Couldn’t follow it. Fell asleep. Give me John Fletcher any day. Plenty of bodies, plenty of blood. Now that’s what I call theatre.’ 
         
 
         From the window, I could see the ruined choir of the old abbey church, where the grey stone table-tombs of the Quinton earls stood exposed to the weather. My grandfather was there, the old pirate, and I wondered yet again why his last act in life had been to hire this ignorant villain as the new steward for the London house. I said, ‘You’ve a message for me, from the earl, Musk?’
 
         ‘Wants you to come to London.’
 
         ‘He could have written. Why send you?’
 
         ‘Wants you to come to London straight away.’
 
         ‘Today? But it’ll be night when we get there, man. We’ll set off in the morning, early …’
 
         Musk frowned. ‘I’d be for the morning, that I would. Ridden so hard to get here, I think my arse has turned to leather. But the earl wants me to turn right around and ride all the way back again, bringing you with me. Today, Captain Quinton.’
 
         ‘Why the hurry, man?’ Even as I said the words, that oldest and darkest of thoughts came to me, striking like a shard of ice into my heart. ‘My brother – is he ill?’
 
         Charles Quinton was not one to issue peremptory commands without need. My elder brother was a man who measured his words and his actions. He was, however, a man who for ten years had never been wholly well. Charles ill could so easily become Charles dying. And Charles dead would bring to me the nightmare of nightmares. I still remembered Uncle Tristram’s words to me, a child of five, after we buried my father in the ruined choir of the abbey church. ‘Your brother Charles is the earl now, Mattie. The tenth Earl of Ravensden. You owe him all obedience and deference, under the king and God. But if, like your father, Charles falls in glory in this wicked war, then you will be earl. You are the heir to Ravensden now.’
 
         And the heir to Ravensden I remained. Heir to its debts, and its crumbling walls, and its querulous dowager. Heir to responsibilities that I never, ever wished to face. 
         
 
         Musk knew our family well – far too well – and read my face. ‘Your brother’s well enough, Captain Quinton. As well as he ever is. You’ll not be earl yet, not this little while.’
 
         My relief must have been transparent, but it was tinged with impatience. ‘Then what’s so pressing that we have to leave for London now, man?’
 
         Musk relished his moment. ‘The earl told me to tell you, sir. It is the king’s especial and urgent command. You are to attend on His Majesty, in person, at the palace of Whitehall. Tonight, Captain Quinton.’
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         The apologies to my family were perfunctory, and the farewells took little longer. Cornelis shook my hand gruffly and bowed his head in the German fashion. My mother was inscrutable and sanguine, as always; she was well used to her menfolk riding off to their fates at a king’s command, and she gave me but the merest peck of a kiss. Cornelia’s tearful farewell embraced a mixture of pride in my summons from the king himself, and abundant apprehension at what that might portend. Dear, dear Cornelia, who in most things could ever mirror my own feelings exactly. An immediate summons from the king? Not even the attainment of my life’s dream, a commission in the Guards, could warrant such urgency, I reflected, as I rode out through the gate of the stable yard and beyond the sight of those who worried for me.
         
 
         Yet the paths of the Quintons and the Stuarts had often crossed, in ways that were by no means always clear to me, and it was hardly unusual for the one to call on the good offices of the other. My brother and the present king were the closest of friends, and Charles had often undertaken the most secret of tasks for his royal namesake, or so my mother claimed. My grandfather had been one of those most instrumental in bringing the king’s grandfather, James of Scotland, to the English throne, or so my uncle Tristram proclaimed; and Tristram’s own connections with the court ran deep, though somewhat opaque. Finally, of course, my father had made the ultimate blood sacrifice for the first King Charles, despite his original reluctance to fight for that or any other cause. After the unfortunate monarch himself, Earl James was the Royalist martyr par excellence, or so said Cavalier opinion throughout the land. All this made an urgent royal summons to one of his sons less unlikely than it might have been for many another young man of breeding.
         
 
         I am a Quinton, I thought. My king has summoned me, and that should be sufficient. But loyalty cannot displace raw human curiosity, and I had an ample measure of that.
         
 
         We were soon on the road for London, with myself mounted on Zephyr, a good black stallion who had been a favourite since my youth. We avoided the so-called Great North Road, for that would surely be clogged with all manner of traffic: slow carts, the Edinburgh coaches and mean northerners bound for London to try their fortunes. Instead we weaved our way along the lanes of that dark and mysterious land to the south, of which our less erudite Bedfordshire tenants spoke in hushed tones; a land of midnight hags and hobgoblins; or in a word, Hertfordshire. All the way, I turned over in my head increasingly fanciful reasons for the summons to Whitehall, creating elaborate secret missions to fantastical foreign courts, or to wild, rude lands such as I had heard of in the Americas. As we rode through Hampstead, a poor village with geese cackling on its street, we heard the deep-toned, distant bells of old St Paul’s chime ten, and as we breasted the heath, we reined in for a moment. I had seen London by night from this spot many, many times, but some sights always have the power to stop a man in his tracks. There it lay, England’s leviathan-city, lit by a cold April moon and the orange lights from a myriad fires and lanterns. We could make out the cathedral, its tall spire pointing to the moon – to think how little time it had left before the flames consumed it. Behind it, the Thames, a slim silver thread often lost to sight behind the buildings. Away to the left, the Tower, its chimneys smoky from the fires that warmed England’s prisoners of state. Away to the right, Whitehall, a sea of lights revealing a royal court that never slept. Beyond, the dark bulks of the Parliament-House and the abbey church at Westminster. And up from it all, sweeping like a wave on the wind, the pungent stink of three hundred thousand souls and their communal close-stool, the River Thames.
         
 
         We rode down and finally came into the sprawl of new houses encroaching ever further into the country beyond Clerkenwell. The streets were dark, with only a few lanterns showing. Laughter spilled out of the taverns, shouting and the shrieks of women and infants from many a house. Smoke from house-coal fires shrouded the narrow streets like a pall. Drunks and dogs vied with each other to get out of our way, for we were still riding hard, with no margin for delay. Despite the hour, a few beggars who had managed to evade the constables bleated their pathetic requests from the gutter: ‘Bless you, sirs, mercy on an old soldier for the king!’ ‘Blinded at Cheriton fight, my lords, spare a penny, of your mercy!’ ‘Three starving children to support, my lord, God have mercy on us!’ We rode past them in silence.
         
 
         At last, weary and saddle sore, we passed through the crumbling city walls and reached our journey’s end. Ravensden House, my family’s town residence, stood just behind the Strand. It was modest in comparison with some of its neighbours, especially the sumptuous palace that Somerset House had become. It was a prim, fading Tudor merchant’s house, of a kind that had probably gone out of fashion long before my grandfather bought it; a mean dwelling far beneath the level of splendour expected from a noble family. Strange to say, for its pervasive odour of damp must have been there even in his day, it was one of the very few family possessions that the eighth Earl of Ravensden – my grandfather – had not sold off to pay for his madcap voyaging and extravagances. It was there that he had died, a long-forgotten hero of England’s legend-time, surrounded by a city at war with its king and attended only by his new servant, the man now riding at my side into its stable yard, Phineas Musk.
 
         My brother was in his study, a small, bare room with one candle, one chair, one desk and one book, the Percivale of Chrétien de Troyes. As I looked at him, the mystery of that most unlikely friendship between our gregarious, trivial king and my reserved, serious brother struck me anew. Charles Quinton, tenth Earl of Ravensden, sat looking out over the moonlit Thames, the candlelight playing tricks on his thin pale face and thin pale hair. He resembled neither my father nor my grandfather, or so the portraits on the walls of Ravensden Abbey proclaimed. He was dressed simply in a plain shirt and a long gown to keep him warm against the night. There was a fire in the room, but it was unlit; Charles ever eschewed what he regarded as inessential personal luxuries.
         
 
         We embraced as warmly as brothers twelve years apart in age are wont to do. Charles looked me up and down as though seeing me for the first time in years, though it was but a few weeks since our last meeting. In his usual way, dragging up every word as though it were a burden, the Earl of Ravensden said, ‘You made good time, Matt. You did not object, then, to being taken from the exquisite company of your good-brother?’
 
         Despite myself I laughed. ‘Cornelis was – just Cornelis, I suppose.’
 
         ‘Ah. And that, as we know, is enough for any man.’ Charles smiled as broadly as he ever did, which was but a slight upturning of his lip. ‘Cornelia and our mother are well?’
 
         ‘They would both be well enough if they were not closeted so much in each other’s company.’
 
         Charles nodded. He knew that I had not enough money even to rent some lowly rooms in a less fashionable part of London for Cornelia and myself; and while the earl favoured his solitude so keenly, no invitation would be forthcoming to join him at Ravensden House – even if all but a few sparse rooms were not boarded up and infested with rats. So we stayed cooped up at the abbey, and although Cornelia and my mother could get on well enough when the mood took them, they were at once too alike and too different to make matters entirely comfortable. Certainly not comfortable enough for the husband and son who sought to keep the peace between them. 
         
 
         Charles turned to Phineas Musk. ‘Summon a boat to the stairs, Musk. We’ll not take the road at this time of night, there are roaring boys and apprentices with too much ale in their bellies facing down the constables at the Charing Cross.’
 
         Musk set off, and I helped my brother with his wig, jacket, sword belt and cloak. Charles had always seemed slight and unwell, even in my few and distant recollections of him before he left for the wars. The three Roundhead musket balls that had lodged in his thin frame at Worcester fight in ’51 had compounded the damage. The earl moved with difficulty, his left arm next to useless. He stood and walked as little as possible, and was out of breath within minutes. But it was just a little way to the river, and there were always watermen anxious for the honour of rowing great lords to the privy stairs of Whitehall Palace. Ours was a rude mechanic from the Hackney Marsh who wished to engage us in discourse about the iniquities of the new fashion for coffee, being convinced it was the end of beer and thus of old England; but we ignored his ranting, and eventually he fell silent. As we pulled away from the wharf, I could see light pouring from the windows of the shops and houses crowding along the length of London Bridge, just downstream. A herd of cattle was being forced, protesting, over the bridge to the south bank, bound for the slaughterhouses of Southwark, and their terrified lowing almost drowned out the laughter and screams of the people milling across the bridge.
         
 
         We sat side by side in the stern of the boat, and Charles talked of family, and the state of our houses, and the tenants whose rent was in arrears. As ever, he said nothing of himself. We were those twelve years apart in age, so a certain distance between us was inevitable. But when I was only five, just before our father’s death, Charles had gone off to Oxford, intending both to study and to attend the royal court, which was then encamped in the city. Within weeks, though, he was the tenth Earl of Ravensden, a man with terrible new responsibilities and a new programme for his life. Charles had joined the old king’s army then, and was in time to ride out proudly at the head of his company in the Battle of Stow, in March of the year ’46. It was the last battle that army ever fought: its pathetic surrender, followed shortly by that of Oxford itself, marked the inglorious end of the king’s cause. At my mother’s urging, Charles, then seventeen, joined the young Prince of Wales in Jersey. From there, he was to follow him on all his adventures, culminating in the desperate wounds he sustained at Worcester.
         
 
         In all that time, as I grew through boyhood, I never saw my brother. We met again only in ’56, ten years later, when my mother finally obtained leave from the Protector for us to go abroad. We Quintons met in a room in Bruges, among a crowd of people gathered about that lofty, impoverished, and exiled young man whom we all believed had become the rightful King of England through the fall of a headsman’s axe on a bitter January day in 1649. It took me many minutes to recognize my brother. His wounds, and his travels, and much else, had made him a man old before his time. How I had longed for that moment; for Charles, in my child’s mind, had become a mythic hero standing alongside our father and grandfather. He soon made it clear, however, that he had scant time for his brash young brother. We saw little of each other, and he would vanish from Flanders for weeks on end, on various unspecified journeys on behalf of his king.
 
         Time bettered things between us, thanks chiefly to the mediating influence of our vivacious and beautiful sister Elizabeth, halfway between us in age, though in some senses far older than Charles and in others far younger than I. As our boat passed the quays at the Charing Cross, I asked Charles when he had last seen her, and if she was well. ‘She called by just two days ago, with young Venner and Oliver.’ Her sons, these, and thus our nephews, by her reptilian husband, Sir Venner Garvey; the younger named in honour of the Lord Protector and king-killer whom his father had served so notably. ‘She is well. She will be disappointed to miss you.’
 
         As always, what Charles did not say was more potent than any words he chose to utter. Elizabeth would miss me; so my time in London would not be sufficient even to pay the briefest of calls on my own sister. 
         
 
         We were passing by the riverside buildings of Whitehall Palace now. Lights shone from many windows, and we could hear the sounds of music and laughter. Although the palace was vast, stretching from Charing Cross almost to Westminster Abbey and thus bigger than many towns, the buildings were mostly low, undistinguished and of several eras. Only the great Banqueting House built for old King James, towering over the rest even in the darkness, bore any resemblance to the grandeur of the palaces we had seen in France and Spain. Our boat went past Whitehall Stairs, the public landing place, and pulled in toward a covered pier. This was the privy stairs, the king’s private landing jetty, where two pikemen and two musketeers stood stiffly at attention, ready to ward off the attentions of any boat that came too close.
 
         A small, fussy man with a great chin stood waiting on the quayside with a lantern. ‘My lord earl,’ he said. ‘Captain Quinton. Follow me, if you please.’
 
         Tom Chiffinch, this; keeper of His Majesty’s back stairs. Chiffinch controlled most of the confidential access to the royal person, and probably knew every secret that was worth knowing in England. He led us unerringly through the warren that was Whitehall, down dimly lit galleries, up narrow staircases, through empty chambers. As always, the fragrances of Whitehall presented a grotesque and heady mix: one moment an exquisite French perfume, lingering long after its wearer had departed (doubtless to the bed of some vile rake); the next, the less pleasing odours of the palace’s many cesspits, which had probably not been emptied since Lord Protector Cromwell and his swordsmen marched along these same corridors in their harsh leather boots. Finally, Chiffinch came to a closed door, knocked, entered, and bowed. We followed him into a small, dimly lit chamber, with windows that looked out over the Thames.
 
         Three men sat in the room, laughing as a little dog with long ears shat on the floor, then looked around indignantly as though accusing one of them of having done the deed. The oldest of the three was forty or more, his face aquiline and weary. He was cursing the dog in a strong German accent. The youngest was tall and awkward; a forced smile struggled to find purchase on his long, stern face. In the middle sat a dark man, equally tall, just past his thirtieth year, with a great ugly nose, a fine black wig, and a laugh like a peal of bells. Reflexively, we Quinton brothers bowed to him. The earl my brother said, ‘Your Majesty.’
         
 
         Charles the Second, King of England, Scotland and Ireland, by the grace of God (and, more pertinently, by the grace of those politicians who had invited him back to reign over us) – this King Charles looked up and beckoned us in, gesturing towards the wine on the table.
 
         ‘Charlie, Matt. You choose a damn fine moment for your audience. That’s the problem with dogs. Shit everywhere. God alone knows what the new queen, my wife-to-be, will make of it when she finally arrives, for I’ll wager the Portuguese don’t give their dogs such latitude. Probably eat the damn things. Christ’s bones, you can be king of England, God’s own anointed, but can you stop dogs shitting all over your palace? Eh, Jamie?’
 
         The young man nodded gravely but kept his counsel. Charles and I knew James Stuart, Duke of York and heir to the throne, well enough to know how uncomfortable his elder brother’s easy combination of dog shit and divinity would have made him.
 
         As nervous attendants cleared the mess, the king poured himself another glass and said, ‘Ah, yes, Charlie, you know our cousin well, of course, but I doubt if Matt and he have met?’
 
         I bowed to the third man in the room, who looked me up and down and frowned. ‘Matthew Quinton. So. You look more like your father than the noble earl, your brother. Yes. I see him, when I look at you.’
 
         I bowed my head again in obeisance to Prince Rupert of the Rhine, the royal brothers’ first cousin and once captain-general of the armies of King Charles the First in the great civil war. For one sudden moment, in my mind I was a child of five again, that day at Ravensden Abbey, barely four months after we had buried my grandfather. I saw my mother, cold, distant, pale as a shroud, as an aide to the king described her husband’s death at Naseby fight. James Quinton, ninth Earl of Ravensden, my father, had ridden into battle alongside Prince Rupert on the right wing of the king’s army. They drove all the cavalry on Parliament’s left off the field before them. Then James Quinton, ninth Earl of Ravensden, alone of Prince Rupert’s commanders, turned his company, and drove straight down on Parliament’s infantry. And James Quinton, ninth Earl of Ravensden, was hacked to pieces, as Prince Rupert led the rest of his force off the field in pursuit of booty instead of following him in the manoeuvre that would surely have won the war for the king. James Quinton, poet, an earl for one hundred and eighteen days, the father that I barely knew, died a hero of the Royalist cause; but his death, and the damning reminder provided by his sons, ensured that Prince Rupert ever looked on the Quinton family as an uncomfortable indictment of what he had done, and failed to do, that day. In turn the Quinton family assuredly looked on Prince Rupert of the Rhine as the murderer of a beloved husband and father.
         
 
         I said, ‘If I can serve the crown with just a fraction of my father’s devotion to it, your highness, than I will die well content.’
 
         Rupert looked at me uncertainly, then nodded, dissembling as only the Stuarts could. ‘So. You will have another chance to prove this to us, Matthew Quinton.’
 
         King Charles beckoned us to sit, and we all drank. ‘You didn’t tell him of our business here, Charlie?’ asked the king at length.
 
         ‘Your Majesty commanded me not to,’ my brother replied.
 
         ‘Quite. You were ever the most discreet man on this earth, my lord earl. Which is as well, for this is not an age when discretion is honoured. Well, then, Matt, here is our problem. What do you know of the affairs of Scotland?’
 
         The question flummoxed me. True, I had lived for some time at Veere, where for centuries the Scots had maintained their cloth staple. Despite this – and too like most of my English breed – what I knew of the affairs of Scotland could be inscribed on the nail of a swaddling babe’s toe. But the Stuarts were not the only ones who could dissemble. ‘Sire, to the best of my knowledge, Scotland is quiet and content under Your Majesty’s rule.’ 
         
 
         The king sniffed. ‘Quiet and content. Well, would that it were so. You’ll know, for instance, that we executed that damned canting ferret-faced sanctimonious hypocrite Argyll last year?’
         
 
         ‘Of course, Your Majesty.’
 
         Archibald Campbell, Earl of Argyll, had led the rebels called Covenanters against the first King Charles, whose attempts to impose English Church ways on those dour Presbyterians triggered war, and ultimately began the unhappy civil wars in these kingdoms. Later, this same Argyll ordered Scotland’s army into England to help its treacherous Parliament defeat its sovereign lord. Then Argyll turned on his old allies, presumably affronted that the Parliament-men had executed a Dunfermline-born King of Scots without his permission. Soon after, Argyll called over young Charles the Second. Campbell of Argyll placed the crown of Scotland on his twenty-year-old head, but then proceeded to humiliate and demean the new King Charles at every turn. The bitter truce between Charles the Second and Argyll evaporated long before the last royal army of the civil wars invaded England and was routed in battle at Worcester, where my brother received the wounds that so nearly made me an earl at the age of eleven. The king, meanwhile, after hiding in oak trees and disguising himself as the tallest, darkest and ugliest woman in England, escaped to France, where he vowed revenge against Archibald Campbell, Earl of Argyll. And revenge he had gained, ten years later; revenge both ample and full.
         
 
         The Duke of York said, ‘There are many in Scotland who are perhaps quiet for now, Captain Quinton, but they are certainly not content. The Covenanters could still rally in their thousands, if they can but arm themselves and find a leader. Clan Campbell was ever the greatest of all the Scottish clans, and there are many men there who would seek to avenge their executed chief.’
 
         The king was absent-mindedly stroking his incontinent dog. ‘Quite so, Jamie. As my brother says, they need only weapons and a leader.’ He dropped the dog, which landed with a yelp, and leant towards me. ‘We suspect that they will soon have both.’ He was a different king, now, all business, attention and decision, the coarse humour banished.
         
 
         Prince Rupert said, ‘We still have many friends in Holland, my lord Ravensden. A few weeks ago, we received intelligence that Scottish agents have bought a large cache of weapons from Rodrigo de Castel Nuovo, a Spanish merchant trading out of Bruges.’
 
         ‘I think I remember the name,’ said my brother slowly. ‘Surely he was one of those who traded arms to both sides in the late wars abroad – selling Dutch guns to the Spanish and Spanish horses to the Dutch, all while they were at war with each other. We tried to buy weapons from him ourselves, as I recall.’ He gave his small smile, glancing at me briefly.
         
 
         Rupert nodded. ‘We did, but in those days, his terms were prohibitive. Now, though—’
 
         ‘Now,’ said King Charles, ‘there are suddenly many parties interested in dealing with a king with a throne and an income. I find our credit in the world is so much improved compared with those days when we both slept in damp garrets in Brussels, my lord earl.’
 
         As my brother nodded acknowledgement, I ventured a question. ‘How large is this consignment, Your Majesty?’
 
         ‘Five thousand muskets, two thousand pikes, two hundred swords, five hundred pistols, ten field cannon, sufficient shot and match to sustain a campaign for a long summer’s season.’
 
         I glanced at my brother. Even the noble Lord Ravensden, normally so calm and reserved, was clearly staggered by the quantities. Entire countries could not boast such an arsenal.
 
         ‘This is plainly not a supply for some skulking fanatics running through London or Edinburgh by night, gentlemen,’ said the Duke of York. James Stuart ever uttered such profoundly obvious sentiments with his long face set and his tone emphatic, as though he were Moses delivering the Commandments. Both this profound aura of self-importance and an unhealthy lifelong obsession with skulking fanatics, not to mention such lesser matters as attempting to turn England Catholic again, would eventually put paid to the reign of his future self, King James the Second and Seventh of distinctly less than blessed memory. On that night in Whitehall, though, the duke looked about him portentously, and resumed. ‘This is fit for a great army. This is fit to start a war.’
         
 
         ‘This is fit to win a war,’ said the king, who ever cut to the heart of a matter more rapidly than his brother. ‘There is our problem. Since we disbanded the usurper’s New Model Army, we have only a few thousand troops in our service. Most of them need to stay here in London, in case the mob rises against us, as it did against our father. In Scotland, we have only some hundreds of men. An army of Campbells and Covenanters, armed with these weapons from Castel Nuovo’s arsenal, could conquer Scotland in a matter of weeks.’
         
 
         I said, ‘But as Your Majesty said, they would need a leader, and Argyll is dead—’
 
         ‘True, Argyll is dead. Our agents in Rotterdam and Bruges could not trace Castel Nuovo’s customers back to their source. But we suspect one man above all others. Colin Campbell of Glenrannoch, Argyll’s kinsman. He was once a great courtier, I’m told, at the end of my grandfather’s reign and the beginning of my father’s, before he went abroad. He has great lands, and good husbandry over many years may have given him the funds to afford so many weapons. Even if not, he was once General Campbell in the Dutch army, a great man of his time, so I fancy he’ll have quite impeccable credit with money lenders from Antwerp to Konigsberg. Glenrannoch might see this as a chance to take control of Clan Campbell, either on behalf of Argyll’s son, or for himself.’
 
         ‘If not control of Scotland,’ spluttered Rupert. ‘Hell’s blood, sir, no man buys this many weapons to make himself leader of a mere tribe on the last edge of Europe. Campbell has commanded some of the greatest armies of our time, in battles that make Naseby seem but a skirmish in a cockpit. This man seeks to rule, as I have told you before, sire. He seeks to depose you in Scotland and to set up a Covenanter republic, with himself at its head. We must stop him – cut him off, by Christ.’ 
         
 
         ‘But if we are not certain it is Glenrannoch—’ began my brother.
 
         ‘No, Charles,’ said the king, ‘we are not certain, but we suspect strongly enough. We think there are no others in Scotland with the resources to pay for such an arsenal, and few with the experience to command the army it could equip. He has ample motive to strike now, while our rule is still relatively new and insecure.’ The king stood and walked to the window, where he looked out across the Thames to the dark hull of a fishing smack, just visible near the far bank. She would have been out of place there, so far from her rightful home on the Yarmouth banks, were it not for the fact that she was now a royal warship: the Royal Escape, the very boat in which the king had escaped to France after Worcester fight, now moored opposite his palace as a constant reminder to Charles the Second of what had been, and what might be again. After some moments, the king turned back to us. ‘Fortunately, Castel Nuovo’s factors have been slow in gathering the arsenal from their suppliers. He is happy to take the money for the weapons, of course, but he is also willing enough to assist the King of England at the same time.’ The king dropped a scrap of meat from the platter at his side. The little dog sprang forward and took it, but unaccountably gave Prince Rupert as wide a berth as possible. Just in that one moment, I recollected the old stories of the prince’s diabolical reputation, of the poodle he carried with him into battle (a poodle damned as a Satanic familiar by all on Parliament’s side) and wondered whether the phantom of that poodle could be at Rupert’s side still, to terrify the king’s dog so.
         
 
         ‘Castel Nuovo does not know precisely where the arms will be landed,’ the king continued. ‘The agents dealing with him have kept their secrets close. We do know that they have employed a schipper with experience of the Western Islands. Castel Nuovo has conveniently taken many weeks to load the cargo. This has given us time to order two ships to the west coast of Scotland, there to join a regiment that will set out from Dumbarton once the ships arrive. That should be an ample force to nip this foul conspiracy in the bud, whatever its true object might be. If all goes well, our captains will intercept the arms shipment, deter Glenrannoch and any other malcontents and seek evidence against them all for high treason. There will be no rebellion in Scotland, gentlemen, be it of Campbells, Covenanters or any other variety of malcontent.’
         
 
         I felt a shiver that might have been fear or hope, and said, ‘Our captains, sire?’
 
         James of York, the Lord High Admiral of England, said, ‘The senior captain is Godsgift Judge of the Royal Martyr, a strong frigate of forty-eight guns. A good man, highly recommended by his grace of Albemarle and my lord of Sandwich. He served in those waters in Cromwell’s day.’
         
 
         Prince Rupert sniffed, and took a long draught of wine. ‘Men who served Cromwell … but you know my feelings on this matter, sirs.’ It was strange to think that in this one matter my mother was in perfect accord with the man she damned for the slaughter of her husband.
 
         ‘Indeed we do, cousin,’ said the duke. ‘The second ship in the squadron is the Jupiter, of thirty-two guns. Her command was given to Captain James Harker, who held our commission throughout the late troubles.’
         
 
         I knew the name Harker, and had a sudden recollection of a big, happy Cornishman, easy in his surroundings and his skin. I said, ‘I met Captain Harker briefly at the Navy Office, last year. An impressive man, sober and businesslike. Common report calls him one of the best of our Cavalier captains.’
 
         Prince Rupert nodded. ‘A damnably good man. A captain always loyal to the crown, and to me. It makes it all the more tragic.’
 
         There was a silence before the king said, very slowly, ‘Captain James Harker died suddenly on the quarterdeck of the Jupiter, the night before last.’
         
 
         ‘The best surgeons of Portsmouth have cut open the body,’ added York. ‘It seems unlikely to be poison, but they cannot be certain. These days, the deadliest poisons can be hidden from detection.’
 
         The king looked directly at me, his dark eyes seeming to bore into mine. ‘So now you know why we summoned you here, Matthew Quinton. The mission of the Jupiter is urgent, and as important a task as can be. The ship needs a captain, and I need that captain to be a man I can trust. True, Godsgift Judge is a good man – you’ll find him very different to what you might expect from his fanatical Christian name.’ Even the stiff and humourless Duke of York smiled a little at that, and I wondered how this Judge could possibly differ from the dozens of sanctimonious, sober Puritan captains who had served the old Commonwealth, who wore their command of the sea on their sleeves, and had changed their coats with alacrity to serve the king.
         
 
         Prince Rupert seemed less than impressed with the argument. ‘Of course, we also need a captain for the Jupiter immediately, and damned few good men are available, with so many captains in the fleets to southward.’
         
 
         A pageboy scuttled up to the Duke of York and handed him a document, which he gave to me. I recognized the familiar text, identical but for one detail to that which had been devoured by Irish fish. It was a commission in the name of the duke, as Lord High Admiral of England, appointing me to the command of His Majesty’s ship the Jupiter.
         
 
         I was a king’s captain once more.
 
         I barely had time to register my new circumstances before the Duke of York said, ‘There will be no opportunity for you to appoint your own officers, Captain Quinton. The squadron must sail as soon as the wind permits, so you will have to content yourself with Captain Harker’s men. Here is a list of the officers, with my annotations for the ones I know, along with your sailing orders.’
 
         He handed me two sheets of paper, and I saw that on the first of them he had written in his own hand next to three of the names.
 
         Lieutenant, James Vyvyan, Harker’s nephew. A good man, but very young.
         
 
         Purser, Stafford Peverell. Haughty and ambitious. A close, cunning fellow.
         
 
         Chaplain, Francis Gale. A sot, at sea for money.
         
 
         They were all looking at me. ‘Of course, Your Royal Highness. Thank you. If I may be permitted, though, I would request the appointment of one supernumerary master’s mate.’ 
         
 
         York frowned. ‘Mister Pepys will upbraid me for allowing such an irregularity,’ he said.
 
         Even the churlish Prince Rupert laughed a little at that, and the king smiled and said, ‘We all live in fear of the wrath of young Mister Pepys. The man is inexhaustible, rooting out sloth and inefficiency in everything except his own life, or so Penn and Mennes tell me. However, in the circumstances, I think we can permit you this one indulgence, Captain Quinton. Not even our esteemed Mister Pepys will quibble over one spare master’s mate if it comes down to him as a command from both the Lord High Admiral and the king himself.’
 
         King Charles beckoned to a pageboy, who hurried over with pen, ink, and paper. He scribbled a note, on which I only had time to read the superscription: To Samuel Pepys, esquire, Clerk of the Acts to Our Principal Officers and Commissioners of the Navy, Seething Lane. The king said, ‘The name of your client, Captain Quinton?’
 
         ‘Farrell, sir. Christopher Farrell.’
 
         The king nodded, and read aloud the last part of the note: ‘… to appoint the said Christopher Farrell forthwith as supernumerary master’s mate aboard our ship of war the Jupiter, Captain Matthew Quinton.’ He signed, with a flourish, ‘Charles R’. The pageboy poured a little wax onto the paper, the king dipped his ring, and James of York countersigned the document. ‘So be it, then, Matt Quinton. Scotland may be as wet as the Thames and full of canting hypocritical Presbyterians, but for us three Stuarts, it’s our native country, God help us, and one of my three thrones. I wish still to be King of Scots on my birthday, Captain, so go to it.’
         
 
         Charles the Second rose to his feet, imperious, ineffably ugly, and as tall as I. He extended his hand, and I bowed to kiss it.
 
         As my brother and I backed out of the room, still bowing, the king said, ‘The Jupiter is a damn good ship, Captain Quinton. So try not to lose this one, for God’s sake.’
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