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            First draw the sea, that portion which between 
            
 
            The greater world and this of ours is seen; 
            
 
            Here place the British, there the Holland fleet, 
            
 
            Vast floating armies, both prepar’d to meet! 
            
 
            Draw the world expecting who shall reign, 
            
 
            After this combat, o’er the conquer’d Main. 
            
 
            ~ Edmund Waller, Instructions to a Painter (1665)  
            
 
            
                

            
 
            To be ignorant of what occurred before you were born is to remain always a child.
            
 
            ~ Cicero (106–43 BC)
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         Fragment of a letter written by Sir Martin Bagshawe (1616–1665), Justice of the Peace for the Shire of Middlesex. Date unknown; presumed to be February 1665.
 
         
             

         
 
         …that before his slaughter, the man’s flight was as desperate as though he were being pursued by the very hounds of Hell.
         
 
         My Lord, the last deponent, and the only one actually to witness the murder of this unknown wretch, was Thomas Eden, ostler of the parish of Stebonheath. He states that he was making his way across Blackwall Marsh, alias the Isle of Dogs, by the King’s Lane from the Greenwich ferry. Some business had detained him in Deptford, and thus it was dark by the time he approached the chapel of Pomfret; the only building on that entire bleak isle. Eden depones that he was passing by the ruins when he espied two mean creatures, clad in dark raiments, stabbing poniards or some other short blade into the body of a man upon the ground. Eden believes that his sudden appearance as a man on horseback startled the killers, who took flight at once, running off across the marsh in the direction of the Lime House breach. Eden depones that he dismounted and went to the murdered man,  who lay upon the muddy floor of the ruined chapel. (This ostler seems a trustworthy fellow, My Lord, not one of those foul, idle rogues who would fall upon a dying man only to steal the possessions from his body, so I think we may value his testimony highly.) The dying wretch gripped Eden’s hand strongly, pulling the ostler down to him so that he might hear his parting speech. The strangest thing is Eden’s claim that even as his life-blood left him, the man appeared to be mightily content, even smiling, proud to speak the words that he uttered. I know that some men greet death thus, My Lord – witness the example of Vespasian – but it is this man’s words that make me pause to inscribe them on a paper intended for such an eminent personage as yourself. 
         
 
         My Lord, Eden swears open oath that the man’s dying words were these: 
         
 
         ‘Twenty captains. Twenty will turn, in the first battle of this coming war. Twenty, true to the old cause. Twenty will join the Dutch and bring down the tyrant Charles Stuart. There will be no more kings in England but King Jesus.’ 
         
 
         May God have mercy upon us all, My Lord Percival, if this be true.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter One
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            Describe their fleet abandoning the sea 
            
 
            And all their merchants left a wealthy prey. 
            
 
            Our first success in war make Bacchus crown
            
 
            And half the vintage of the year our own.
            
 
            ~ Edmund Waller, Instructions to a Painter
            

         
 
         The white cliff-wall of France, glimpsed through flurries of bitter February rain, appeared dangerously close. My ship strained in the swell, timbers seeming to protest against the proximity of those ship-breaking cliffs and the subterranean rocks that lurked off them. We were under courses alone, and despite the ferocious tide-race we still had ample sea-room to come off (or so those who were more expert in such matters contended), but I still felt that old dread upon my heart: the dread known only to men who have almost met death in a shipwreck when they sail too near a rocky coast.
         
 
         Yet if we were close to that ominous lee shore, another was closer still. Spectators upon the shore of France – if there were any such about upon so bitter a day – would have witnessed the curious spectacle of two nearly identical ships, one running as close inshore as possible, the other closing her rapidly from the north-west, sails taut in the strong breeze. A quick count of the gunports cut in their sides would have established that the nearer carried thirty pieces of ordnance, the more distant thirty-eight. Any spectator knowledgeable of naval matters might have contemplated the absence of forecastles and the narrow, high sterns of the two warships and thus identified both as Dutch. For the inshore ship, that assumption would have been confirmed by the horizontal red-white-blue bars flying proudly at her stern. But in the case of the other, he would have been disabused at once by the red ensign with a red cross upon white in the canton, streaming out in the wind: the unmistakeable colours of the Navy Royal of Charles Stuart, second of that name, King of England. The paradox was easily explained by the fact that our hypothetical spectator was gazing upon His Majesty’s Ship, the House of Nassau, a prize taken during the war between England and the United Provinces of the Netherlands. Or rather, the previous war, for the greatest certainty in the entire world on that February day in the year 1665 was that another was imminent. Perhaps very imminent indeed.
         
 
         ‘If he was a man of sense,’ said Lieutenant Kit Farrell, at my side upon the quarterdeck of the House of Nassau, ‘he would by now be making ready to salute.’
         
 
         I kept my telescope level upon the deck of the Dutch man-of-war. No men were going into her shrouds; no man stood by her ensign staff.
 
         ‘I do believe he intends to brazen it out,’ I said. ‘He means to fight, rather than give His Majesty his due in his own seas.’
 
         By time-honoured custom, and perhaps more pertinently by the king’s direct orders, captains of His Majesty King Charles the Second’s Navy Royal were enjoined to enforce the salute to the flag in the British Seas, defined – entirely reasonably – as extending to the high-water mark of every nation’s shoreline from Norway to Spain. Such was stated quite explicitly in my copy of the Lord High Admiral’s general instructions, addressed personally to Matthew Quinton, captain of His Majesty’s ship the House of Nassau. The impertinent Dutch and their continental brethren oft quibbled with this manifestation of what they perceived as Britannic arrogance, the quibbling sometimes going as far as full broadsides, but surely here, in sight of Kent – in waters that were thus as much a part of the king’s domain as my native county of Bedfordshire – no Dutch captain would be lunatic enough to deny us our right?
         
 
         ‘Perhaps he reckons we will not want the responsibility of being the direct cause of the war,’ Kit said.
 
         ‘In that case, the captain yonder is most certainly steering the wrong course,’ I replied. ‘Quintons have been starting wars for six hundred years. Mister Farrell, we will clear for battle. And make it abundantly clear to the Dutchman that we are doing so.’
 
         My old friend, to whom I owed my life, nodded in return and passed on the order to those in the ship’s waist. A boy ran to the ship’s bell at the forecastle rail and rang it lustily. As the off-duty watch began to emerge onto the deck, our two trumpeters took up their position at the poop and began roaring their song of defiance. All along the upper deck, gun crews manned their weapons, hauled on the tackles, and ran out the sakers. Shot, cartridges, rammers and sponges were made ready. Gun captains took up their positions. Several of the men looked up toward me and smiled, for they knew me of old, and I knew them. There was Martin Lanherne, the ship’s coxswain and unofficial leader of the ferocious Cornish coterie that attached itself to me during my second commission and had since become my personal following, serving under me in each of my commands. There they were, ready at their guns: men like the giant George Polzeath, the minute John Tremar and the simian Cornish monoglot John Treninnick. Next to them, the unlikely friends they – and I – had acquired over the years, such as the renegade Moor Ali Reis, the Scot Macferran and the runaway Virginian slave Julian Carvell. If a war truly was to be started this day, I could think of no better men to start it.
         
 
         ‘He’s responding in kind, sir,’ said Kit, his eyepiece upon the Dutchman.
 
         True enough, our opponent, too, was opening his ports and running out his guns. Now he had men in the shrouds, and moving out onto the yards; but the slight turn of his bow toward the Nassau proved that he no longer sought to run from us if he could. He was going to meet us, and fight.
         
 
         ‘What odds would you give, Mister Farrell?’
 
         Kit weighed the scene before him with the eye of a man far older than his years. ‘We’ve more guns, and heavier – but that gives him the advantage in speed and manoeuvring. On the other hand, we have the wind, and he risks us forcing him onto the lee shore. So if I were placing a bet, Captain Quinton, I’d place it on us.’
 
         I smiled and went down into the waist, moving from gun to gun. ‘Well, my brave lads,’ I shouted as a fresh shower of rain began to fall heavily, ‘Lieutenant Farrell has weighed the odds, and wagers on a victory for the Nassau!’ A happy growl and some cheering; the men respected Kit Farrell, and they also respected the significant quantity of prize money that such a victory would bring them. ‘I’ll not challenge that, but let it not be said that Captain Matthew Quinton is miserly with his coin!’ Much laughter. ‘Well, then! A firkin of wine to the guncrew that brings down any mast of the Dutchman, and a guinea to the man who brings me the sword of her captain!’
         
 
         The men cheered wildly, stamping their feet upon the deck and waving their fists in the air. I sprang up the steps onto the forecastle, took hold of the foremast shroud and hauled myself up onto the starboard rail, drawing my sword as I did so. There was our enemy, barely half a mile away now and closing rapidly.
 
         ‘Come on then, you butterboxes!’ I cried exultantly. ‘Deny the right of our king, would you? Come see how England defends the honour of her flag, my hogen-mogen friends!’
         
 
         Of course, my performance was for my men, not for an enemy who could never have heard my words. For one glorious moment I imagined myself an armoured knight – why, perhaps even a duke – upon a mighty steed, charging the enemies of my king. Then a huge wave broke over the bow, soaking me to the skin, and the dream was drowned in a torrent of salt water.
 
         As I wiped the ocean from my eyes I wondered what my opponent would have made of a captain who hung over the side of his ship like some deranged pirate, his hair bedraggled by rain and wave, swinging his sword about his head in the teeth of a bitter squall. Even then, all those fleeting years ago, captains – even young gentleman captains but recently sent to sea – were meant to command gravely from their quarterdecks, not play at dukes and Drakes.
 
         On came the Dutchman. The scream of our trumpets reached a crescendo, forming an informal chorus with his. He was within range of our bow chasers now, but there seemed little point in merely toying with them when our full broadside was about to be unleashed –
 
         I squinted my eyes against the rain. Yes, there could be no mistaking it – the foot of his foretopsail was quivering, and the men upon the foretopyard were hauling upon the clewlines. Only a moment later, I knew beyond doubt that he was taking in all his topsails. And at the stern, the proud ensign of Holland was coming down to half-staff. The Dutchman was duly executing the salute to His Britannic Majesty’s flag.
         
 
         She swept past with less than half a cable’s length of water between us, our mainyards nearly touching, her men lining her starboard rail and looking sullenly – in some cases, defiantly – toward the Nassau. My men jeered and cheered in equal measure, many derisively prodding one or two fingers into the air. The quarterdeck of the Dutchman came level with the forecastle of the Nassau, and her captain – a short, bluff old man – raised his hat. I responded by drawing my sword to my face in salute, then shouted out in the Dutch I had learned from my dear wife, ‘Quinton, Captain of the House of Nassau! My thanks and that of my king for your respect to our flag, sir, although you kept us wondering that you might choose another course!’
         
 
         My fluency in his tongue momentarily took the Dutchman aback; then he smiled and shouted, ‘Uyttenhout of Enkhuizen, Captain of the Vogelstruis of the North Quarter Admiralty! Fear not, Captain Quinton, on another day we shall pay very different respects to your damned flag – and take back our ship, there, also!’
         
 
         As I walked back along the waist of the Nassau, past men hauling the guns back inboard, I heard growls of anger and disappointment.
         
 
         ‘Be of good cheer, lads!’ I cried. ‘There’ll soon be work enough for all of us!’
 
         ‘A pox on the work, Captain,’ retorted John Tremar in the broad accent of Looe, where his Morwenna raised their twins. ‘We’ll deal with the Hollanders in short order any day of the year. But I had my mind set upon your guinea and the wine, that I did!’
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         We saluted Dover Castle and came to an anchor beneath that mighty edifice. I stood upon the quarterdeck, drinking in the scene. Fishing boats plied to and from the beach of Dover. The packet-boat from Calais slipped gracefully under our stern, no doubt bearing the latest letters of intelligence from the court of King Louis. Further out, one of our larger frigates beat down the Channel; fresh out of the Medway, probably, and eager to join the pursuit of every sail that came within sight from Ushant up to Calais. The pursuit that we would rejoin, once we had revictualled. The purpose and profit of such a mission was immediately apparent. All around us lay the yield of King Charles’s harvest of the oceans, the seizures of suspected Dutch merchant shipping that had been going on since the previous autumn, despite the fact that war had not yet been declared. At least a dozen prize ships lay in the anchorage: supposed Flemings, dubious Hamburgers, alleged Swedes, and the most troublesome of all, the Amelanders and East Frieslanders, nominally independent but little more than satellites of the Dutch, just as Jersey and Guernsey are for we English.
         
 
         There was a cry from the lookout – ‘Boat for the Nassau!’
         
 
         I thought I recognised the figure in the stern of the approaching longboat, and raised my telescope. A bluff young man sat there. His head was crowned by the most fantastically vast periwig and an equally monstrous broad-brimmed cap. In his right hand he held a bottle, which he raised toward me in salute.
 
         ‘Harris?’ My surprise was succeeded in short order by concern for proper form. ‘Boatswain Ablett, there! A side party if you please, to receive Captain Harris!’
 
         We piped my old friend aboard the House of Nassau. He doffed his cap to me and to the ensign, but I sensed at once the reason for his arrival. The paper was there in his hand, having discreetly replaced the bottle. He said, ‘Captain Quinton, my respects, sir. I regret that I must trouble you for the use of your quarterdeck.’
         
 
         I bowed, and signalled for my officers to assemble the crew within the waist of the upper deck. Once the men were in position, Harris unfolded the paper and read aloud the commission in the name of James, Duke of York, Lord High Admiral of England, that appointed him, Beaudesert Harris, captain of His Majesty’s Ship the House of Nassau for this present expedition. And as Beau read the last word, I ceased to be a king’s captain.
         
 
         ‘I was as surprised as you,’ said Beau as we drank in my – his – great cabin. ‘Coventry summoned me from the country. And when I found I was to replace you in this command – you, Matt, of all men – well, it shook me to the core.’
 
         ‘You gleaned nothing of the reason for my supersession? Is there some discontent with my conduct of this command?’ I had a sudden thought. ‘Have my prize crews been excessive in their plundering?’ I had oft doubted the wisdom of giving Cornishmen, of all the races upon God’s earth, the charge of ships containing large quantities of wine and brandy.
         
 
         Beau shrugged. ‘No word at all, Matt. And you neglect the possibility that the duke might have realised at long last that I am a better captain than you, and thus more deserving of this command.’ Beau kept a straight face just long enough for my face to flush, then he grinned broadly. ‘Not to mention the possibility that he might wish to free you for a far finer ship than this, my friend. Who can fathom the ways of princes?’ He took a long draught of his Dover ale, for Beau was ever a thirsty soul. ‘In any event, there will soon be work enough for both of us. De Ruyter is at Guinea, taking back all the forts that you and your friend Holmes seized last year, so the whole court, and all the merchants upon the Exchange, are madder than ever for a war. Nothing can prevent it now, Matt. What a magnificent prospect! Glory, victory and honour in full measure for the likes of you and me. God save the King!’
 
         We toasted His Majesty. Given Beau’s evidently bibulous mood, a succession of other toasts were bound to follow in short order, so I knew I would have precious little opportunity to transact the business that had to be resolved.
 
         I said, ‘I make one request of you, Beau. Once I have a new command – if, indeed, that is what I am to have – I would be grateful if you would release my own following. I will solicit directly for the services of Master Farrell.’
 
         Harris waved a hand. ‘Of course, Matt. As long as I receive a sufficient draft of new men once the press warrants are issued, you can have as many of your men as you wish.’
 
         ‘Kit Farrell is a good fellow, Beau. Depend on him, for as long as you have him. Why, he could teach you more of the sea-craft, as he has with me –’
         
 
         Beau laughed. ‘Oh, Matthew Quinton, how many times have we had that argument? You, my friend, have been seduced by this strange notion that captains of king’s ships must somehow know all the arts of the rude tarpaulin. As I have told you many times, that is not fitting for men of our rank. We command by our birth and our example, sir – birth and example. The mechanic craft of steering the ship should be left to those of the lower orders who are born to it.’ I sighed inwardly; I should have known better than to give Harris an opportunity to indulge his prejudices. Harris, whose grandfather had been a butcher when mine had been an earl.
 
         ‘But –’
 
         ‘Alas, Matt,’ Beau continued, ‘for all the undoubted rightness of my case, I feel myself out of step with the times. The tarpaulin rules all and the gentleman is cast down, in the navy as in the state.’ He finished his glass and poured another large measure. ‘You’ve not heard the news that almost all the old fanatic captains of Oliver’s day are granted commissions? “Oh,” says Monck, our proud Duke of Albemarle, abetted by those time-servers Penn and Lawson, “these are the men who cleared the seas of the Dutch under our commands twelve years past. Recall them, Your Majesty, and we will vouch for their loyalty!” And our sovereign lord and his noble brother, believing they can reconcile cavalier with roundhead and make us all forget the differences of a quarter-century, are so seduced by the prospect of crushing the Dutch that they ignore the danger. The cavaliers like you and I, whom they have promoted these last four years, are no longer thought good enough, so the turd-chewing rebels emerge from their hiding places and strut quarterdecks again. All this, and yet fanatic plots are reported every day, the dissenters from the True Church grow unchecked, and suspicion stalks the land like a midnight hag. We are embarking upon a great war, and yet dissension eats away at us from within, like a canker. Is this what we endured exile for, Matt? Is this what our fathers fought or died for? Great God in Heaven, is this the England we expected to inherit when our king came back?’
         
 
         ‘But –’
 
         Once into his cups, Beau Harris was a mightily difficult man to contradict (and his father had not fought or died in the war, unlike mine; instead, he had made a healthy profit out of selling munitions to both sides). And once so very, very deep into his cups, he was also mightily difficult to stop.
 
         ‘There are stout cavaliers galore in the realm, Matt, who could command a king’s ship. Yes, put good sailing masters under them, men like your friend Farrell, but let them display the innate courage and judgement that is their birthright! ’Tis said at court that His Grace of Buckingham and My Lord Arlington urge such a course upon His Majesty at every opportunity, but thus far they are stymied – presumably by that coxcomb Clarendon, for I cannot believe such vacillation is His Majesty’s intent.’ I, who knew Charles Stuart rather better than Beau, had a somewhat different perspective upon the matter, but kept my counsel. ‘Yet if we have mere tarpaulins in command we risk the security of the realm, let alone making ourselves no better than the Dutch.’
 
         I did not venture the thought that those same mere tarpaulins seemed to have done well enough against the Dutch in the previous war, and that a smattering of men with the experience of winning might not be amiss in the conflict to come.
 
         After an hour or two of such discourse – or rather, of Beau’s ceaseless diatribe – I knew the time had come to take my leave. Beau was not insistent upon it; far from it. Evening was falling, and he had offered me one last night in my cabin and my sea-bed. But a ship cannot have two captains, and in my mind, I had already put the House of Nassau behind me. I bade a brief farewell to Kit Farrell, upon whom the effective responsibility for the ship now devolved; Kit merely smiled, for he knew full well the deficiencies of Beau Harris and my ignorant young lieutenant, Pomeroy, and was more than capable of allowing them the trappings of command while exercising the real authority himself.
         
 
         ‘Perchance we shall sail together again before very long, Captain Quinton,’ he said as we parted.
 
         ‘I have no doubt of it, Mister Farrell,’ I said cheerily, although in my heart I had doubt aplenty. A captain without a ship is like an actor without work. Sooner or later the audience discovers a new favourite, and the old one finds it ever more difficult to procure himself a proper role.
 
         My chests were packed by my servants, for I now had my own little entourage of cabin boys: Richard Barcock, part of the endless family of the steward of Ravensden Abbey; Edward Castle, son of a lieutenant of mine in two previous commissions, who had perished during my voyage to the Gambia the previous summer; and Tom Scobey, some sort of cousin to Lanherne. They were all crestfallen, for they knew full well that their employment ended with mine.
 
         I was rowed ashore and took a room at the Salutation, in the shadow of the castle. As the boat drew close to Dover beach, I turned and looked out at my former command, her stern lanterns lit, swinging at single anchor. Other lanterns marked the positions of the prizes, scattered around that exposed harbour. I had an uneasy feeling that I was looking upon the end of the easy war; for good or ill, the real business was about to begin.
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            Make Heav’n concerned and an unusual star
            
 
            Declare the importance of th’ approaching war.
            
 
            ~ Edmund Waller, Instructions to a Painter
            
 
            
                

            
 
            New fashions in houses, new fashions at table, 
            
 
            Old servants discharged and the new not so able, 
            
 
            And all good custom is now but a fable, 
            
 
            And is not old England grown new? 
            
 
            ~ Anon., Old England Grown New
            
 
            (popular song of the 1660s)

         
 
         All war is obscene.
 
         Well, that is what the hedge-preachers proclaim; and usually, I would be the first to reject such womanish ranting. After all, war has been very good to me over the years. Very good indeed, if truth be told. But if we humour the hedge-preachers a while, then the actual means of declaring a war becomes a double obscenity: blood and slaughter dressed up as pomp and theatre. I have witnessed it many times, now – a man approaching his ninetieth year has witnessed wars enough to rival the entire Old Testament. No doubt it is a consequence of my English birth, for during my inordinately long life my dear land has been war’s earthly paradise. We have fought the French. We have fought the Spanish. We have fought the Dutch. Dear God, I am so very old that I can even remember when we fought each other. One of my earliest memories is of a parliamentary dragoon being hacked to pieces in our herb garden, a somewhat unfortunate sight for a five-year-old to behold. That was in the year forty-five, at the height of the great civil war, when King Charles the Martyr’s army suddenly and unaccountably decided that the obvious way of staving off its imminent defeat was to launch an invasion of my innocuous home county of Bedfordshire.
         
 
         However, the first time I witnessed a formal declaration of war was in the year 1665. That twelvemonth began with a fiery comet blazing across our Britannic skies, heralding all kinds of portents to come; or so it was said. Men whispered anxiously of great revolutions in the state, of dreadful wars, of the death of kings. But none foresaw the dark horror in the land that the comet truly foretold, and Captain Matthew Quinton, riding toward the Holbein gate of Whitehall Palace, certainly did not foresee the very personal horrors that would afflict him before the year was out. It was a cold March day, and I had ridden post-haste from Dover after relinquishing my command of the House of Nassau to Beau Harris. I was on my way toward a hoped-for interview with the Lord Admiral’s secretary, Sir William Coventry, from whom I might learn the true reason for my removal from command and from whom – God willing – I might solicit another. At that moment, out of the gate of Scotland Yard came Garter King of Arms and Clarencieux, accompanied by the serjeants-at-arms, all in the tabards of ancient times. Trumpets blew, drums beat. The many drunks and Bedlam-men in the throng were hushed, or else beaten into silence. Garter unfurled a sumptuous parchment and read aloud the reasons that had induced his Most High and Puissant Majesty King Charles the Second to declare war upon the United Provinces of the Netherlands.
         
 
         Wars are devious and ravenous beasts: they begin and end with lies, and between times they lap the blood of young men. Indeed, the beginning of this second Dutch war was marked by a remarkably brazen set of lies, even by the standards of those times. The Dutch were manifestly the aggressors, Garter proclaimed, and His Majesty was merely acting in defence of his just rights. (In the Dutch counter-declaration, of course, we were manifestly the aggressors, and they were merely acting in defence of their just rights; which is ever one of the curious things about wars.) De Ruyter was spoiling our ships, and great were the complaints of the East India and West India Companies. Putting aside the rightness of a King of England admitting in public that he was making war at the behest of a gaggle of avaricious merchants, it seemed to me that the Dutch had better cause for complaining of the depredations we had visited upon them, for we had certainly commenced them first; I knew that better than any other man in Whitehall that day, for I had carried out some of those very depredations only the year before.
         
 
         As Garter concluded his peroration and rolled the parchment, a great cheer went up. The ale-sellers caught the mood, as ale-sellers invariably do, and began to out-vie each other in offering cheap drink with which to toast the new war. The mob toasted the king, the queen and the Duke of York, cried damnation to the Dutch and began lustfully but tunelessly to sing the old songs of English pride and defiance. I even recognised a verse or two of ‘Lord Ravensden’s Lament’, that hoary old panegyric to my grandfather. Yet for all the enthusiasm and royalist fervour, a few dissenting voices could be heard above the throng – even there, in the very seat of royal power. Shouts or snatches of angry conversation, swiftly cried down or pummelled into silence, but there nonetheless:
 
         ‘God bless the Dutch, who will bring us deliverance from Charles Stuart and all his whores!’
         
 
         ‘The comet brings judgement upon the wickedness of a debauched court…’
 
         ‘Oh for Cromwell, who knew how to wage war better than these cavalier popinjays!’
 
         Thus, and despite all its bitter divisions, England was at war. Yet there was I, a captain of the king’s navy, now with no command in this war against our heinous enemy. For me, indeed, it was a war on two fronts, for there was also the ongoing and as yet indecisive campaign being waged against my brother’s new wife, a suspected murderess and undoubted French agent. This unexpected matrimony (for the earl was never much inclined to the female sex) was ostensibly to provide the heir to Ravensden that Cornelia and I seemed incapable of conceiving after seven years of marriage; but it had ultimately transpired that this heir was to be sired upon the new Countess Louise by the sovereign lord of virility, King Charles. Thus as I rode into the stable yard by the tennis court of Whitehall Palace, my mind was filled with troubles and ambivalence. I recalled the last time I had been in the palace, the previous summer, when before the king and my brother Lord Ravensden, I had denounced my sister-in-law the Countess Louise as a lackey of King Louis.
 
         ‘God’s fish, Matt,’ the king had replied cheerfully, ‘if I arrested everyone in England who takes French bribes, I’d have to make the entire country a prison!’
 
         Of course, I did not know then that Charles Stuart would also have had to arrest himself. As it was, my anger had been exacerbated by a recent perilous (and, as it transpired, utterly pointless) voyage conducted at this king’s behest, and not even the presence of Majesty could restrain my rage any longer.
 
         ‘Sir, King Louis knows full well that you have bedded her to give my brother an heir, that our line may continue!’ Because I cannot father  children upon my wife. ‘Your Majesty, the French king has wheedled her into your bed by way of my brother’s, the better to spy upon you!’
         
 
         My brother Charles glared at me. The king’s change of mood was even more terrifying. He drew himself up. His long, ugly face tightened into a mask. Instinctively, I dropped to my knee in genuflection. ‘Majesty,’ I gasped, ‘I – I beg Your Majesty’s pardon –’
 
         ‘Never,’ hissed Charles Stuart, ‘never demean Caesar in his presence, Matthew Quinton.’
 
         With that, the King of England turned on his heel, leaving me to bow my way backwards out of the chamber, facing the royal rump. My brother looked upon me with contempt and stayed at the side of the king, his friend. I had seen neither of them since that day. I knew not how I had been granted the command of the House of Nassau, but I was certain that it had not been at the behest of my monarch.
         
 
         I strode across the Privy Garden and then through the endless passages and chambers of the rambling palace of Whitehall, making my way without interruption to a door in the southernmost part of the palace, near to the river and the bowling green. I knocked, entered – and unexpectedly beheld one of the many marvels of that precocious time.
 
         The small oak-panelled room was dominated by a vast circular desk, which comprised a multitude of draws, shelves and boxes. At the centre of it, upon a rotating chair, sat a sharp-looking man of my brother’s age, sporting a large but unfashionably light-hued periwig that matched his yellow eyebrows.
 
         Sir William Coventry, secretary to the Duke of York and commissioner of the navy, looked up and spread his hands theatrically.
 
         ‘Captain Quinton. What think you of my new assistant?’
 
         ‘I – Sir William, I have truly never seen the like.’
 
         ‘Indeed not. I believe it is unique in England, sir, if not in the world. Of my own devising, you see,’ he said with inordinate delight. ‘What is the greatest enemy to the efficient conduct of business in any part of government, Captain Quinton? Paper, sir. The mountain of paper that swamps me day after day in the conduct of the Admiralty. Yet this simple desk permits me to file every piece of paper in a fitting place, where I can retrieve it instantly. Behold’ – he reached over and opened a drawer – ‘your letters to me, during your command of the House of Nassau. And here’ – without warning, Coventry span on his chair and reached into a box on the far side of the desk – ‘the last muster book of the same, sent in by Captain Harris. With, it has to be said, rather more errors than was the case during your command.’ Coventry span back to face me. I did not know whether to gasp, laugh or seek a physician who could clap him up. ‘Efficiency, sir,’ he said. ‘That is what I strive for. Oh, my foes mock my desk behind my back, but this is the future, Captain Quinton. Information – control of it, access to it. He who possesses information in these new, rational times will be a master amongst men.’
         
 
         ‘As you say, Sir William.’
 
         The Lord High Admiral’s secretary continued to look mightily pleased with himself. I wondered if there were any left at court who had not been treated to a demonstration of the marvellous desk. The odd scullion, perhaps, or maybe a chimney-sweep, but surely no one grander than that. ‘So, Captain,’ said Coventry. ‘You seek me upon business?’
 
         ‘Sir – my removal from the House of Nassau – I wondered upon the cause of it. I hope for a new commission, now that war is declared and the fleet is already assembling at the Nore.’
         
 
         Coventry leaned back. The rotating chair creaked ominously under his weight.
 
         ‘Captain Quinton, I am but a secretary.’ This was disingenuous; Coventry was spoken of as one of the rising politicians of the realm, keeper of all the secrets of the heir to the throne and many others besides. ‘His Royal Highness does not make me privy to all his thoughts, and he did not share with me his reasons for recalling you from your previous command. Nor did he leave any instructions for the issue of a new commission to you before he left to take command of the fleet – for which I leave tonight, to attend upon His Royal Highness.’
         
 
         ‘Sir,’ I said, ‘I am most desirous of another command –’
 
         ‘With respect, Captain Quinton, so are the three score and more of candidates for command who pester me relentlessly. And of course, the decision by His Majesty and His Royal Highness to recommission many veterans of the last war with the Dutch has greatly restricted the opportunities available to those who have no such experience.’ Coventry’s tone was curious; it was difficult to tell whether he approved or disapproved of the recall of the men whom Beau Harris had denigrated so ferociously. ‘But you may be assured, sir, that I will lay your name before His Royal Highness. As I would with the names of all other solicitants for command.’
 
         Coventry’s words were damning. They cut me to the very quick. I cannot remember taking my leave of him and his ludicrous desk. I dimly recall wandering through the maze of Whitehall, getting lost more than once, consumed by my own desperate thoughts. Nothing could make a young sea-captain’s name and fortune like a good war, and yet here I was, destined apparently to take no part in this one. Victory, glory, honour, riches – none of it bound for Matthew Quinton. And as the black mood wrapped its tentacles around me, one thought above all turned over in my mind.
 
         How was I to tell my wife?
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         Since our return to England upon the king’s restoration, Cornelia and I had lived at Ravensden Abbey, the ancestral home of the Quintons in Bedfordshire. This was chiefly of necessity, for I lacked the income to permit the establishment of an independent household. During the last year, though, the arrangement had become increasingly untenable. The relationship between Cornelia and my mother, the Dowager Countess, had ever been, at best, as close as that of mutually suspicious cats, one old and ferociously territorial, the other young and impertinent. The difference in opinion between ourselves and my mother over the matter of my brother’s marriage to the enigmatic Louise, sometime Lady De Vaux and now Countess of Ravensden, had created a final and apparently irreparable rift. Mother was seemingly convinced that the lady in question would be able to provide an heir to continue our bloodline, a feat that Cornelia and I seemed wholly incapable of achieving; a brutal truth that brought forth many tears at midnight in our bedroom. My wife, in turn, had been convinced that the Lady Louise was the murderer of her first two husbands and had for good measure done away with the daughter she had borne to the first. Thus affairs had stood before we learned that the marriage had been arranged so that the heir to Ravensden could be fathered upon Lady Louise by the King of England himself, thereby repaying some old and unspecified debt to our family. To say that this revelation had not improved Cornelia’s mood is perhaps the grossest understatement I shall record in these journals.
         
 
         Fortunately, this rift within the House of Quinton coincided with a marked improvement in my fortunes. Firstly, there was the income I had accrued from six months in command of the frigate Seraph; secondly, there were the not insubstantial sums of prize money I acquired during that commission and my more recent service in the House of Nassau, which had spent four very lucrative winter months cruising the Channel and intercepting mock-neutral shipping. All of this vied in my mind with the dishonour of having no command at the onset of a great war. After all, if Matthew Quinton had prospered so satisfactorily before that conflict was officially declared, exactly what riches might come his way once we were properly and legally engaged in sweeping Cornelia’s countrymen off the seas? I had in mind the purchase  of an estate in Cornwall, where I now had many friends. That, I calculated, was probably about as far away in England as it was possible to get from my mother and sister-in-law.
         
 
         In the meantime, however, my improved condition had allowed us to set up home in a respectable and relatively modern four-storied house in Hardiman’s Yard, off Harp Lane, far enough from the Tower to be safe if the ordnance store at the Minories blew to kingdom come and far enough from the river to avoid all but the faintest whiff of its dire odour at low tide. It was noisy (especially so compared to Ravensden, which was as quiet as an ancient grave), but then, where in the City was not? Even on a Sunday, when the endless rumble of cartwheels and the clattering of hoofs diminished a little, we were treated to the full glory of the bells of London’s hundred and more churches, each of which seemed to keep slightly different time to all the others.
         
 
         Of course, we were in no position to buy the entire building, nor even to rent it. We had to be content with the three rooms on the second floor, along with a garret room in which we had installed my wife’s servant and my own. Conveniently, these were both named Barcock; the eldest grandchildren of the steward of Ravensden Abbey, whose own prodigious brood was reproducing apace. In practice, this new Quinton property had been rapidly taken under the wing of Phineas Musk, the curious and markedly obstreperous steward of my brother’s London house, who had accompanied me to sea during some of my previous voyages. Musk invariably slept in one of our rooms when he was too drunk even to get back to Ravensden House upon the Strand; this was often.
 
         I found my wife contemplating the purchase of a tapestry for the wall of our main room.
 
         ‘Well?’ she demanded as I entered.
 
         ‘No command,’ I said miserably, for I had decided that directness was the only way to break the news. ‘And no reason for my dismissal from the Nassau.’
         
 
         Her eyes dampened as the prospects of a tapestry receded rapidly from them; but such selfish thoughts never consumed Cornelia for very long. ‘No command! What madness is this?’ she cried in her native Dutch. She came over and threw her arms about me. ‘Oh, my poor love,’ she said, reverting to English. ‘How can they be so foolish as not to employ you, the finest captain in the king’s navy?’ She held me tightly; but with Cornelia, holding tended to be a time when she also did much thinking. ‘Of course, I see it now – this will be the doing of that Whore of Babylon, our countess.’
         
 
         One of Cornelia’s many great merits as a wife was her ferocious loyalty to me, although this could sometimes be taken to extremes; having taken some time to reconcile herself to my choice of the sea over the more comfortable – and lucrative – life of an officer in the Guards that I had originally sought, Cornelia was now convinced that I was already amply qualified to be admiral of a squadron. (She had some grounds for this; after all, my good friend Will Berkeley, of my own age, was now both Sir William and a rear-admiral.) Unfortunately Cornelia sometimes clung to her prejudices with the same ferocity, and although I had become relatively sanguine upon the matter of the Countess Louise, nothing could shift my wife in her antipathy towards my sister-in-law.
 
         I lifted her face and looked into those bright, damp eyes. ‘I doubt it,’ I said. ‘She could have prevented my getting the Nassau, too. As could the king, who had even better cause.’
         
 
         ‘The king has been deluded by the bitch’s wiles,’ she growled.
 
         ‘I think the king has his own perfectly good reasons to be angry with me, after what I said to him.’
 
         ‘After all these months, husband?’
 
         ‘Kings tend to have longer memories than mere mortals, my love. No, I must do what Sir William advises – solicit for a command, along with the rest of the herd, and pray that the Duke of York sees fit to give me some crumb. But all the best Fourth and Fifth Rates are fitted out and gone to sea already … they will hardly entrust me with a Third … and dear God, if Beau is preferred to me in the Nassau, then what hope is there?’
         
 
         ‘Sir William?’ Cornelia was momentarily confused. ‘Ah, of course, Coventry. The king has knighted him. He bestows knighthoods galore on mean clerks like that, and on avaricious merchants aplenty, yet his worthy swordsmen are ignored.’ Of course, she meant just one worthy swordsman. ‘So, Sir William Coventry, then, he is the man. You did not offer money?’ Cornelia asked. ‘Jennens’ wife says that Coventry takes money for commissions and warrants. This is your England, Matthew – surely this is how a man obtains office, by buying it? If you are too shy, then I shall approach him –’
 
         ‘No, Cornelia!’ I said emphatically, pushing my wife away to arm’s length. ‘Even if what they say of Coventry is true, I would rather starve ashore than besmirch my honour by paying a bribe for a commission –’
         
 
         ‘Oh, honour is all very well,’ she said, reddening in sudden anger, ‘but will honour buy our food, husband? Will it pay for these rooms?’ The tears began, and I held her tightly. I said nothing, for I knew she spoke only the truth; at the present rate and without any further employment for me, our money would probably run out just as winter began. True, we could move back to the abbey, but I dreaded the thought of broaching that option with Cornelia. ‘And then I fear for you and my brother, now that it is war between our countries,’ she sobbed. ‘On different sides. God forbid that you should kill each other. Perhaps that is what the comet foretold.’
 
         Cornelis van der Eide, a notable sea-captain for the Zeeland Admiralty of the United Provinces, had providentially been on hand to save my life during a previous command. We had learned that unlike his good-brother, Cornelis had found no difficulty whatsoever in obtaining a command: indeed, he had been given his choice of several ships, each larger and better than the last.
 
         ‘I rather doubt that a great star shot across the heavens to foretell the fates of Matt Quinton and Cornelis van der Eide,’ I said, smiling to reassure her. ‘And besides, for there to be any chance of us meeting each other, I would need a ship, and we now know that the chances of that are slim. Even if I were to get one, these will be truly vast fleets, my love – a hundred ships and more on each side. The chances of Cornelis and I facing each other directly are minute, thanks be to God.’
         
 
         She looked at me tearfully, then smiled a little. She reached up and kissed me on the lips. Then, slowly and softly, she nuzzled my neck.
 
         ‘I think,’ I said breathlessly, ‘that we had better send the Barcocks out for provisions.’
 
         An hour or so later, as we lay naked upon our bedraggled bed, she lifted her head from my chest and prodded me from my exhausted reverie. ‘Perhaps this time … I feel it within,’ she said softly.
 
         I sighed. Cornelia still prayed that each and every lovemaking bout would make her pregnant, despite the contrary evidence of seven years of childless marriage. I stroked her head. ‘Ah,’ I said, ‘perhaps that was what the comet portended.’
         
 
         She looked at me seriously, then saw my smile and pushed me away. ‘I will never stop hoping and praying, husband,’ she said.
 
         ‘Nor I, love, but mayhap one day we will have to reconcile ourselves to the will of God –’
 
         She stared hard into my eyes, and for a moment I thought she was going to burst into tears or launch into another diatribe upon the unfairness of our childlessness or the iniquities of the Countess Louise. But at bottom, and despite her occasional moods and flights of fancy, Cornelia was a deeply rational woman. ‘The condition of Matthew Quinton must be truly bleak if he, of all men, is conjuring up the will of God as an excuse for his woes,’ she said reprovingly. ‘And when all is said and done, who is the predestinarian here, husband?’ She clambered out of bed, naked as Eve, and reached for her shift. ‘But I almost forgot,’ she said, matter-of-fact once again, ‘we have an invitation to dinner, three days hence, albeit in Deptford, of all the foul holes this land has to offer.’
         
 
         ‘Indeed? Who has invited us?’ This was unexpected; most of my friends were at sea, and most of Cornelia’s were in the land with which we were now at war.
 
         ‘A man with one of your unpronounceable English names – Ye Vlin, or something of the sort. A friend of that proud little man who orders you about. The one at the Navy Board. The one with that other silly name. Pips? Peppis?’
 
         ‘Pepys,’ I said. ‘Mister Samuel Pepys. The Clerk of the Acts.’
 
         Even more unexpected. Mister John Evelyn, one of the great polymaths of our age, I knew not at all, although he was well known to my uncle Tristram. Moreover, almost all of my meetings with Evelyn’s friend Mister Pepys had been in connection with the business of my ships, although I had encountered him at the theatre or occasionally in a tavern. I hardly counted him as a friend; but, I reflected, Pepys was probably the sort of man who would brag mightily if he could attract an earl’s heir to a dinner company. And with no commission in prospect, and thus no pay, a free dinner was not to be refused.
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         A man may be in only one place. This is one of the immutable truths of the human condition, but it was a damnable inconvenience to me in that year of 1665, when I often found myself needing to be in two – or three or more – places at once. Being unable to divide myself or to take on divine form and thus be omnipresent, I witnessed with my own eyes and ears only a part of the unfolding of the strange events that transpired in that spring and summer. But young as I was, I already realised that those events demanded to be written down; indeed, it was essential to do so, lest one day others seeking vengeance challenged or distorted the record of all those things, good, bad and desperate, that were done in that time. Thus, as I leaf through the yellowing, legally-attested depositions made soon afterwards by the likes of dear Cornelia, my peculiar uncle Tristram, and the rest, I realise to my discomfort that, for the sake of keeping the flow of my narrative, I must now turn author and emulate that monstrous rogue Defoe, whose Robinson Crusoe seems to have been read by every preening jackanapes and idle wench in the realm. What does it say for modern, gin-sodden England that such a slight tale should make a talentless oaf a very rich man indeed? Great God, a man wiles away his time upon an island – is that not the condition of every Englishman?
         
 
         So firstly, I take up and contemplate the account of Phineas Musk: long-time retainer to the Quinton family and more recently my clerk and unlikely guardian during my first commissions at sea. The bald word ‘account’ does insufficient justice to it; beneath Musk’s laconic mask lurked an imagination far outdoing that of my talented young neighbour, the Frenchman Arouet, who scribbles poetry, prose and what he terms ‘philosophy’ at a prodigious rate. (France being France, of course, he has to write under an alias – Volteer, I believe – but even that has proved insufficient to spare him exile upon our more tolerant shore.) Let us call it Musk’s narrative, then: the atrocious spelling corrected, the grammar made intelligible, the obscenities, digressions and tirades largely excised, by an entirely objective commentator, namely myself.
 
         With my brother Charles absent from London for his health (no-one seemed quite certain where), and his increasingly estranged countess withdrawn to her Wiltshire estate, or so it was said, Musk had almost no domestic duties to speak of. Although of course he omits to mention this in his account, boredom was a condition welcome to Musk, for it gave him the excuse to wile away his hours in alehouses, pontificating to all and sundry.
 
         ‘It’s all the fault of the French, this war, just mark my words,’ he said authoritatively. ‘Think on this. England’s a Protestant nation. Holland’s a Protestant nation. Between us, we have most of the trade of the world. After all, we’re told that’s why we’re fighting the butterboxes in this new war: the trade of the world is too little for us two, so one must down. Fair enough, I say.’ He took a draught of his ale and looked at the four sturdy craftsman who sat around the table with him. ‘But then you’ve got France, a Catholic nation. And it has its eye on the trade of the world, too. So what could be better for King Louis than for us and the Dutch to blast each other to Hell and back, leaving him to step in and pick up the pieces? We fight, but France gets the prize and puts the Pope back into England and Holland to boot. That’s what I think, any road.’
         
 
         A saddler of the Ward of Saint Katherine Cree demurred. ‘You see the French behind everything, Phin. I reckon the demons in your nightmares must be French.’
 
         ‘Aye, well, maybe they are,’ said Musk. No doubt he was reflecting upon his nominal mistress, the Countess of Ravensden, who had been exposed as an agent of King Louis, and upon a diabolic Frenchman, a Knight of Malta named the Seigneur de Montnoir, who had so nearly brought disaster upon us during a previous voyage.
 
         ‘Don’t make sense to me,’ said a farrier of Cheapside. ‘They say King Louis is trying to stop the war. He’s sending a great embassy to our king.’
 
         ‘Flummery,’ said a scrivener of Southwark. ‘The French have a treaty with the Dutch. They’ll come into the war on their side, mark my words. And then it’ll be all up with poor old England, when a combined French and Dutch army marches over this bridge, here.’
 
         They sat in an alehouse upon the Southwark shore. Through the grimy window, Musk could see the myriad masts of the ships in the Pool of London, and behind them, the squat, menacing walls of the Tower.
 
         ‘The French and the Dutch?’ scoffed Musk. ‘Calvinist and papist? Republic and monarchy – aye, and the most absolute monarchy of them all, at that? Oh yes, my friends, a recipe for a lasting amity, that!’
 
         The argument progressed by degrees to the stage of red faces and the slamming of tankards upon tables. Musk was on the point of walking away to find a quieter berth when he heard his name being called.
         
 
         ‘Musk! Is a Phineas Musk here?’
 
         It was a boy, one of those knowing lads of twelve or thirteen who would always run an errand for some pennies or a jug of ale. Musk identified himself and the lad handed over a small slip of paper. The wax seal bore no imprint. Musk tore it open and looked upon the message within: 34. 51. 9. 77. P.’
         
 
         ‘You all right, Phin?’ asked the farrier. ‘Looks like you’ve seen one of your froggy demons.’
 
         ‘Need to go,’ mumbled Musk.
 
         ‘Pay for yer share of the ale, then, yer skinflint whoreson!’
 
         Agitated beyond reason, Musk hurried away and made along the shore toward Lambeth marsh. By the time he reached his destination, close by the river, darkness was falling.
 
         Musk made his way through the ruinous door of a tall, round building, open within to the sky. Broken and burned wood, the remains of galleries, littered the floor, making his passage difficult. Finally, though, he stood upon the remnants of a stage.
 
         ‘My Lord?’ he enquired softly.
 
         At that, a cloaked man emerged from the remains of the rooms behind the stage. His face remained in darkness. In a deep and ambivalent voice he said, ‘Do you know me, Phineas Musk?’
 
         The steward of Ravensden House nodded warily; this was a game he had not played in many years. ‘Yes, My Lord, I know you now.’
 
         ‘By what name do you know me?’
 
         ‘You are Lord Percival.’
 
         ‘And what would I have you do?’
 
         ‘You would have me complete the quest, My Lord.’
 
         The man emerged at last from the shadows. ‘Well then, Phineas Musk,’ said that familiar yet almost forgotten voice, ‘we understand each other once more.’
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            Come, come away to the temple, and pray, and sing with a pleasant strain, 
            
 
            The schismatick’s dead, the liturgy’s read, and the King enjoys his own again… 
            
 
            The citizens trade, the merchants do lade, and send their ships into Spain. 
            
 
            No pirates at sea to make them a prey, for the King enjoys thes word again… 
            
 
            Let faction and pride be ow laid aside, that truth and peace may reign, 
            
 
            Let every one mend, and there is an end, for the King enjoys hsi own again.
            
 
            ~ Anon., A Country Song Intituled The Restoration (1661) 
            

         
 
         A sudden rumble of thunder shook the windows of Sayes Court at Deptford.
 
         ‘Curious,’ said the house’s owner, the thin and aquiline John Evelyn, opening a window and looking up to a cloudless blue sky. ‘Most curious. Upon a day such as this, whither comes the thunder?’
 
         His friend Lord Brouncker looked up from the adjacent table and the plate of sturgeon upon it, already considerably diminished, before his dainty hand descended instead upon a large slice of venison pie. ‘It is a time of signs and wonders in the heavens,’ Brouncker said, ‘beginning with the comet, and as all know, however much we men of science analyse them and predict their paths, the truth remains that comets bring inexplicable events and disasters. Always have. So, coming as it does in the comet’s wake, thunder from nowhere is only to be expected, Mister Evelyn. Although no doubt Captain Quinton’s esteemed uncle would disagree, as he disagrees with so many other conclusions of our learned society. Is that not so, Captain?’
         
 
         I avoided Brouncker’s penetrating stare and looked out instead over Evelyn’s famous gardens, a veritable English Elysium. ‘My uncle has always ploughed his own furrow, My Lord,’ I said hesitantly, for defending the frequently indefensible Tristram Quinton was hardly my concern.
 
         Brouncker smiled knowingly. He was pre-eminently a mathematician and scientist, President of the recently established Royal Society, which was how he knew my eccentric uncle, a fellow member and the somewhat unlikely Master of Mauleverer College, Oxford. Brouncker was also newly made a member of the Navy Board, perhaps because the king reckoned that a man who could count might be of some use in the navy, an institution not known for employing the most numerate of men and, perhaps because of that, notorious as a bottomless pit which ever consumed most of the public purse.
 
         Evelyn finally turned away from the window, clearly still puzzling over the mysterious thunderclap. ‘Your uncle has not favoured you with his opinion of my book of Sylva, perchance?’ he asked. ‘The praise of the eminent Doctor Quinton would be of much worth to me.’
         
 
         ‘Alas no, sir,’ I lied, picking some rabbit and anchovies from their pewter plates, ‘I regret that he has not.’ This, I knew, was not the time or the place for the truth of Tristram’s opinion, which was that Evelyn’s attempt to persuade the English of the merit of planting more trees was as worthwhile as a fart in the grave.
 
         We returned to the table, where Pepys was engaged in a spirited discussion with Lord Brouncker’s brother Harry about the prospects for the impending war against the Dutch. I could tolerate the elder Brouncker, but the younger was quite another matter: an ignorant, flattering courtier of the worst sort, and one of those rabid cavaliers who would gladly have hanged every sometime Commonwealths-man. He was holding forth at some length about the innate superiority of our monarchical navy over that of the malignant republican Dutch, if only the king had not seen fit to recall so many time-serving verminous captains who had once taken Cromwell’s commission. Across from them was Cornelia, who had swiftly made a friend of Mrs Pepys, a vivacious Frenchwoman named Elizabeth; this was unsurprising, for both were foreigners in this strange world called England and both had husbands for whom the navy was the be-all and end-all. The two women were whispering conspiratorially and occasionally laughing indiscreetly. Back across the table from them, Mrs Evelyn, the pious and profoundly intellectual consort of our host, toyed with a morsel of carp, attempting desperately to avoid conversation with Lord Brouncker’s exotically dressed companion, a remarkably buxom and ugly actress named Mrs Abigail Williams. It was an eclectic gathering. Having subsequently hosted many such occasions myself, I have learned that one can swiftly sense whether the assemblage of humanity one has brought together is a success; and this was most certainly not such.
         
 
         A case in point was the conversation upon which the party was engaged an hour or two later whilst launching an assault upon a most splendid dessert table of sugar cakes, plum puddings, jellies and more. Our host’s wine was flowing liberally, although Cornelia was speculating on how recently it might have been within the hold of a Dutch prize-ship. Whatever its provenance, it had flowed far too liberally into the gullet of Harry Brouncker, who was now holding forth upon the roguery of Members of Parliament.
 
         ‘Corrupt!’ he blustered. ‘Self-seeking, to a man! No sense of honour! The sorts of skulking poltroons who count their pennies and record their worthless miserable apologies for lives in diaries!’ Methought both Pepys and Evelyn seemed discommoded by that remark, but I might have been mistaken. ‘Men who will not grant the king enough to support his estate,’ raged Brouncker, ‘nor to wage war properly upon that damnable pack of Fleming butterboxes – ah, my apologies, Mistress Quinton…’
         
 
         ‘There is not enough money in the land to fight this war, then, Mister Brouncker?’ asked Elizabeth Pepys in her thick French accent, seeking to deflect the explosion that was threatening to erupt from my dear wife.
 
         Lord Brouncker waved a hand, thereby stifling the response that his inebriated sib had been about to venture. ‘Parliament has voted two-and-a-half millions for it. With respect to my dear brother, such a sum has never been known, my dear lady,’ he said, scowling at his dear brother as he did so. ‘And if as all men expect, men like Captain Quinton here drive the Dutch off the seas before the summer’s end, just as Monck, now His Grace of Albemarle, and the rest of them did in the last war – well then, we will have a peace treaty that brings us all the trade that they currently have, and we will place young Prince William upon their throne to do his uncle’s bidding.’ Brouncker nodded toward Cornelia, who raised her glass to him in return. Cornelia had ever been an Orangist, one of those who resented the coup in Amsterdam that brought to power the republicans under her bête noire, Johan De Witt; but these monarchist principles had formed initially to spite her glum republican parents and dour republican twin brother. ‘Think of Britain as a great eagle, my dear, or a vulture, perhaps. Once the war starts, the Dutch will have to keep up their trade with the outside world. Trade is their lifeblood. Without it, they will perish. But there we are, the great British vulture, astride their only sea routes. They try to run their trading ships through the Channel, and we pounce on them. They try to run them around Scotland, and we pounce on them. All their trade, swept up by our brave ships. Riches beyond imagination for old England, and our king a veritable Midas! Halcyon days, my friends!’
         
 
         Cornelia bridled and, under her breath, she swore in Dutch with a quite exceptional degree of obscenity. After all, she had been brought up in a Dutch seaport by a Dutch merchant whose prosperity depended exclusively upon the wellbeing of Dutch maritime trade. Consequently Cornelia had learned the ebbs and flows of the Dutch shipping industry before she could walk, and needed no lessons in it from My Lord Brouncker.
         
 
         Mrs Williams suddenly caught my eye. Quite loudly, she cut directly across the company and said, ‘Captain, I have not seen your brother lately. He has ever been a devotee of the playhouses – we miss his patronage.’
 
         ‘Indeed, Mistress. Marriage has provided my brother with attractions other than those of the stage, alas.’ I attempted to make the remark sound as light as I could, rather than expressing my true feelings upon the matter of my brother’s condition.
 
         ‘Aye,’ slurred a leering Harry Brouncker, ‘but his wife has found attractions other than those of the marriage, too!’ His arrogant self-regard and broad smile left little doubt that these ‘attractions’ were, in fact, his own.
         
 
         Both of the Evelyns were scandalised, although Abigail Williams grinned bawdily. I frowned at the rogue and began to rise from my stool, despite Cornelia’s restraining hand upon my arm and her urgent whisper of ‘Nee, betalen geen acht!’ (‘No, pay no heed!’). I pushed her hand away. For here was a matter to pursue, by God: I had no love for my good-sister Louise, but for good or ill she was Countess of Ravensden. The honour of my ancient house demanded a defence, or else the exposure of any dishonour that she might bring to it. But Lord Brouncker had gripped his brother’s shoulder and was whispering angrily into his ear while raising a hand to me to stay my advance. In that moment, too, a young man whom I recognised as one of the clerks of Deptford yard was admitted to the room by Evelyn’s maid, thus distracting the party. The clerk walked up to Pepys and whispered hurriedly to him. Pepys’s mouth suddenly gaped, and he swayed. He asked another question of the clerk, who nodded vigorously.
         
 
         Finally, Pepys turned to the rest of us. Some instinct had made us all fall silent at once. For some reason, in that moment I thought upon the comet.
 
         ‘It – it was not thunder that we heard,’ said Pepys, an unsteady note in his voice. ‘The king’s great ship London, coming from Chatham into the Hope – Sir John Lawson’s flagship – oh dear God…’
         
 
         Elizabeth Pepys ran to her husband’s side and gripped his arm tenderly. ‘Courage, husband!’ she cried.
 
         Samuel Pepys looked at us with tears in his eyes. ‘The London is no more,’ he said. ‘She has been blown apart by a great explosion.’
         
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         Barely two hours later Pepys and I were bound downstream with full sail set. We had ridden post-haste from Sayes Court across the fringe of Greenwich marsh to the royal dockyard at Woolwich, where all was frantic activity. Every skiff and wherry the yard could muster was being manned for the long haul down to the outer reach of the Hope, where the stricken London was said to lie. But the arrival of one of the Principal Officers of the Navy was as the parting of the Red Sea, every man of that cramped little dockyard falling over himself to impress the mighty potentate that they perceived in Samuel Pepys, who was evidently more than a little pleased to be so received.
         
 
         Urgently, I looked about the yard. Any of the oared craft would take an eternity to reach the wreck, even with the tide now on the ebb –
 
         But there was one vessel that would suit, moored just a few yards off the wharf: a trim little hull, elaborately gilded, with dainty raised cabins astern and amidships as well as lee-boards after the Dutch fashion. Aboard her, men were making hurried preparations for sailing.
 
         ‘Ahoy, the yacht!’ I cried.
         
 
         ‘Who seeks her?’ bawled a stout creature upon the forecastle.
 
         ‘Captain Matthew Quinton and Mister Pepys, the Clerk of the Acts!’ I could have sworn the man made to genuflect, but then thought better of it. ‘Where’s the captain?’
 
         ‘G – gone up to the Navy Office, my lords!’ stammered the man, presumably the senior mate.
 
         ‘You sail without authority or a captain?’ Pepys demanded.
 
         The man was abashed. ‘Aye, sirs – to save poor souls on the London, if we can!’
         
 
         Pepys and I exchanged a glance. ‘Well then,’ cried the Clerk of the Acts, ‘you have all the authority you need, my friend – aye, and a captain, to boot!’
 
         A skiff took us out to the vessel, which proved to be the Mary Yacht. Thus for the first and only time in my life I found myself in command of what was then still seen as a new and un-English innovation, a royal yacht. Our sovereign lord had fallen greatly in love with sailing during his exile, and at his Restoration the Dutch gave him a gift of the Mary, the first of many such craft that would soon adorn the royal inventory. Older seamen scoffed (privately, of course) at the notion of any man in his right mind desiring to sail for pleasure, of all the lunatic notions. But as the Mary went onto a close-hauled beam reach in Long Reach and I took her tiller from the helmsman while the yacht’s practised crew took pride in showing off the skill and speed with which they could adjust the set of her sails, I felt the thrill that appealed so much to Charles Stuart.
         
 
         Pepys was evidently less of an enthusiast. He clung grimly to the larboard rail, especially when our yacht heeled hard over in the breeze, and proceeded to utter not a word during our voyage, as though opening his mouth to the slightest degree would disgorge the entire contents of his body. I was relieved at this, for Pepys could be something of a pontificator; but his silence allowed free rein to my own thoughts, and they focused above all on two things: what we would find ahead of us, and the meaning of Harry Brouncker’s unguarded remark about the Countess Louise.
         
 
         The first mystery was resolved in short order, for with the wind south-westerly and a strong ebb running, the speedy Mary made quite exceptional progress into the estuary of the Thames. There were more ships than usual moored before Tilbury blockhouse and thus obstructing the main channel, for this was where vessels from Amsterdam had been laid up in quarantine because of the prevalence of the plague in that city. Now, with war declared and their time served, they were duly cleared of quarantine, only to be immediately impounded as enemy hulls. With them behind us we veritably raced down Gravesend Reach, and there were still perhaps two hours of daylight remaining when, over toward the Essex shore and the isle of Canvey, an appalling spectacle began to unfold before us. At first I blinked, for in the distance I seemed to see nothing less than an aquatic Calvary: three crosses, protruding above the water. A moment later, I recognised them for the masts of the stricken London, still shrouded in smoke from the vast explosion that had destroyed the great ship. It was another mile or so before I could make out the remnants of upperworks beneath the farthest cross. The roundhouse and quarterdeck of the London still remained above the surface of the Thames, although no such evidence of the forecastle could be seen. The water around the wreck was full of debris: timber and planking, the remnants of flags and sails, the detritus of all those who had lived and died aboard her. The air reeked of gunpowder, burned wood and burned humanity. All around the remains of the London were craft of various sorts, wherries, yawls and the like, as well as a big Levanter. Aboard all of them, men were peering into the waters. Occasionally arms pointed excitedly, and what appeared to be large lumpen shapes were pulled from the Thames.
         
 
         ‘Sweet God,’ said Pepys, ‘the poor, poor creatures. God rest their souls.’
 
         I had no words, for I was numbed by the sight and the awful, overpowering smell. We slackened sail as we came toward the throng of vessels around the wreck of the London. One craft stood out from the others, and now it approached us: a yawl flying an ensign far too large for it, a great red ensign which denoted the command flag of an admiral.
         
 
         The yawl secured alongside, and a sturdy, long-chinned, pockmarked old man of fifty or so hauled himself up onto the deck of the yacht. One of the seamen of the yawl at once pulled down the ensign, sprang onto our deck and hoisted it anew to our masthead. That act immediately deprived me of this command so briefly held, but in the presence of the legend who stood before me, I could hardly demur.
 
         I drew my sword and brought it up before me in salute. ‘Sir John,’ I said, ‘thank God you are spared.’
 
         ‘Aye, thank ye, Quinton,’ the newcomer said. ‘We can only reflect upon the seventy-seventh psalm, verses eighteen and nineteen. But one seeks the will of the Lord in vain in such instances, I fear.’
 
         Sir John Lawson, Vice-Admiral of the Red Squadron and captain of the London (for in those times, we made do without flag captains and other such extravagances) was a dour man, but I could see the unspeakable shock and grief that lay beneath his mask of godly fatalism. A Yorkshireman who was skipper of nothing more than a Tyne collier barely twenty years before, Lawson had been a great fanatic in religion until (it was said) a timely and quite prodigious bribe bought his allegiance to the crown. It was Lawson who brought the fleet under his command into the Thames in the bitter winter of fifty-nine, thereby bringing down the detested rule of the army and setting in motion the chain of events that led to the Restoration. Thus he was a colossus of the times, and even those who now damned him as an apostate and turncoat did not doubt that John Lawson was, in truth, one of England’s very greatest seamen.
         
 
         ‘I give you joy of your preservation, Sir John,’ said Pepys. ‘Pray, sir, do you know what happened to cause such a disaster?’
 
         ‘I know for I witnessed it, Mister Pepys,’ said Lawson grimly. ‘We were nearing the ship, and she was firing off the salutes due to my flag, when a great blast burst through the forecastle and part of the waist. Most of the force must have gone downward, though. Reckon her bottom blew out, hence how she’s settled as she has. But why it happened, only the Father of Heaven can say, as the one hundred and thirty-ninth psalm tells us.’
         
 
         Pepys and I exchanged glances. In a ship firing its broadsides in salute, there are countless ways in which a spark can ignite in the wrong place; in any ship, there are a host of other accidents that can bring about its immediate, awful destruction. But Pepys and I were realists enough to see that in the fevered circumstances of the time, with men going in fear of the comet presaging the end of days and the country rife with talk of sedition and war, it would surely only be hours before very different explanations were rife in the taverns and coffeehouses of London. The London had been blown up by the Dutch, some would say. No, others would cry, surely by the French, the eternal scapegoat of the English! Yet others would inevitably incriminate the fanatics, that faceless horde of dissenters, republicans and the like who many of my cavalier brethren saw lurking in the shadows, waiting their moment to rise up and cut all our throats. And all of that was before one reached the outlying realms of conspiracy and sanity alike, where lurked those who would blame the loss of London upon the Jews, the Pope, or Satan, or if they were being especially inventive, all three of those, conjoined in unholy cabal.
         
 
         Dispirited, I looked out across the scene. The light was dying now, but on the boats slowly circling the wreck of the London, men were firing torches to continue their search into the night. A search for –
         
 
         ‘Sir John,’ I asked, as gently as I could, ‘do you yet know how many perished?’
 
         His ugly face was impassive. ‘Some dozens were upon deck or in the roundhouse and were untouched,’ he said. ‘They simply walked off the ship when the boats reached them, for mysterious are the ways of the Lord. But three hundred and more are gone. Aye, gone.’ He looked down into the hull of the yawl, still tethered against our side. Laid out upon the thwart was a tarpaulin; only now did I see the hideously burned, shoeless remnants of a man’s feet that protruded from it. ‘My sister’s son John,’ said Lawson quietly. ‘A promising youth of twenty. He was so keen to serve, to fight the Dutch alongside his uncle. So were they all. A good crew, Quinton, most of them my own Yorkshiremen, but many Scots also. Veteran seamen, for the most part.’ He looked back at me, and I thought I saw the shadow of a tear in the admiral’s eye. ‘A score or more of my own kin have perished here, Quinton.’ He was hoarse, almost inaudible. ‘Much of my family, wiped out in the blinking of an eye. “For all flesh is as grass, and all the glory of man as the flower of grass. The grass withereth, and the flower thereof falleth away.” Thus it is told.’
         
 
         ‘Amen,’ said Pepys and I as one, although whether the Clerk of the Acts felt as empty as did I, I cannot judge.
 
         Lawson moved away, into the bow of the yacht, to be alone with his thoughts. Pepys looked sadly down upon the remains of the admiral’s nephew, then at the increasingly spectral sight of the wreck beyond, looming eerily in the gathering darkness. ‘A great loss,’ said the Clerk of the Acts. ‘All those poor souls – it will be so hard to replace so many choice volunteers. And then one must consider our other loss, of course. Seventy-six brass guns, Captain Quinton. Lord, are we thus fated to fight the Dutch without so great a ship, and so much of our very best ordnance? And the costs – the inventories that will have to be made, and the papers that will have to be written…’
 
         A movement upon the water – ‘What is that, Mister Pepys? There? You see it?’
 
         We both strained our eyes. To starboard of the yacht and behind the stern of the yawl, the surface of the Thames was dark, the gentle waves almost indistinguishable from the wood and debris of the London littering the waters. But then I saw again the little mound resembling some basking sea creature – a dolphin, perhaps, or a seal…
         
 
         ‘Boathooks, here!’ I cried. Three of the crew of the Mary responded at once, and Lawson, his interest aroused, joined us at the rail. The hooks were pushed out, and for a minute or two they splashed vainly in the water. Desperately I snatched one from its bearer, hoping that my greater reach would enable me to hook the prize. Pepys joined me, endeavouring desperately to hold the pole level as I prodded it into the water. But the ebb seemed to be carrying the object away from us. I played out my boathook once more, straining my arms, almost losing my grip upon it as I tried to hold it at its very end –
         
 
         My hook caught, and both Pepys and Lawson joined me in hauling the object in to the side of the hull. The Marys reached down, pulled it aboard, turned it over upon the deck.
 
         A torch had been brought, and its flickering flames illuminated the face of a young woman, probably no more than sixteen or seventeen. She had a certain beauty about her, hauntingly enhanced by the paleness of death. Her simple clothes were dishevelled, but there seemed to be not a mark upon her. Nor had she drowned, for her features bore no sign of that dread fate.
 
         The colour drained from Pepys’s face as he beheld her. ‘Lord, Lord,’ he muttered, ‘the poor girl.’
 
         ‘Some man’s wife,’ I ventured charitably, ‘or daughter.’
 
         ‘Too young for the one, and too old for the other,’ said Lawson brutally. ‘But if she gave comfort to one of my men, perhaps even my nephew there, then may God bless her and keep her immortal soul.’ He stooped down and prodded the corpse. ‘Killed by the shock, most like,’ he said. ‘We have brought out another half dozen women from the water. Merely a fraction of those who would have been aboard.’
 
         I nodded sadly. In those times, it was common for women to accompany their men aboard ship in the early days of a voyage. Nowadays, the young – that is, my entire acquaintance – goggle at me when I tell me of this custom, dead as long as Julius Caesar. But as I recall the memory of that poor girl’s corpse, I still ask myself once again – what is more natural and more likely to contribute to the common weal of the land? Forcing abrupt partings between lovers, or permitting them to say their adieus gradually, while giving the abandoned womenfolk some understanding of the wooden world that their men must inhabit? Ah, but we are so much more enlightened in this wondrous age of the eighteenth century, the young cry! We have made such progress! But still I live on, an uncomfortable reminder to the young that the notion of ‘progress’ is the greatest lie ever foisted upon mankind. And still I remember that young girl who perished in the wreck of the London.
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