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The sails of a square-rigged ship, hung out to dry in a calm.
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1 Flying jib

2 Jib

3 Fore topmast staysail

4 Fore staysail

5 Foresail, or course

6 Fore topsail

7 Fore topgallant

8 Mainstaysail

9 Main topmast staysail

10 Middle staysail

11 Main topgallant staysail

12 Mainsail, or course

13 Maintopsail

14 Main topgallant

15 Mizzen staysail

16 Mizzen topmast staysail

17 Mizzen topgallant staysail

18 Mizzen sail

19 Spanker

20 Mizzen topsail

21 Mizzen topgallant




Illustration source: Serres, Liber Nauticus.
Courtesy of The Science and Technology Research Center, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox, and Tilden Foundation





Author’s Note

Sometimes the reader of a novel, particularly a novel set in another age, likes to know whether the events have any existence outside the author’s mind, or whether, like the characters, they are quite imaginary.

There is no doubt a great deal to be said for complete freedom within a context of historical accuracy, but in this case the groundwork of the tale, a little-known campaign in the Indian Ocean, is factual; and as far as the geography, the manoeuvres, the ships taken, burnt, sunk or destroyed, the battles, triumphs and disasters are concerned, the writer has kept close to contemporary accounts, to the log-books and despatches of the officers who fought the actions, and to the Admiralty records. Apart from the necessary fictions at the beginning and the very end, he has not done anything to neaten history except for the omission of a few confusing, unimportant ships whose fleeting presence was neither here nor there; nor has he thought fit to gild the lily by adding in any way to the Royal Navy’s pugnacious resourcefulness in time of adversity.



P.O’B.






Chapter One

Captain Aubrey of the Royal Navy lived in a part of Hampshire well supplied with sea-officers, some of whom had reached flag-rank in Rodney’s day while others were still waiting for their first command. The more fortunate had large, comfortable houses overlooking Portsmouth, Spit-head, St Helens, the Isle of Wight, and the constant procession of men-of-war; and Captain Aubrey might have been among them, since as a commander and as a young post-captain he had done so well in prize-money that he was known in the service as Lucky Jack Aubrey. But want of a ship, the failure of his agent, his ignorance of business, and the sharp practice of an attorney had reduced him to half-pay and no more; and in fact his cottage lay on the northern slope of the Downs, not far from Chilton Admiral, and the rising hill shut out all the sea, together with most of the sun.

This cottage, though picturesque among its ash trees and even romantic, ideally suited for two in the early days of his marriage, was neither large nor comfortable; it had always been low-ceilinged, pokey and inconvenient, but now that it also contained two babies, a niece, a ruined mother-in-law, some large pieces of furniture from Mapes Court, Mrs Williams’s former home, and a couple of servants, it was something like the Black Hole of Calcutta, except that whereas the Hole was hot, dry and airless, Ashgrove Cottage let in draughts from all sides, while the damp rising from the floor joined the leaks in the roof to form pools in many of the rooms. These people Captain Aubrey maintained on nine shillings a day, paid half-yearly and often long after the anxiously-awaited date; and although in his mother-in-law he had a remarkable economist to help him, the effort of doing so had imprinted an expression of abiding worry on a face that nature had meant to look cheerful – an expression that sometimes had a touch of frustration in it as well, for Captain Aubrey, a scientific as well as a natural-born sailor, devoted to hydrography and navigation, was deeply concerned with a plan for finding the longitude at sea by the moons of Jupiter, and although he ground the mirrors and lenses for his telescope himself he would dearly have loved to be able to spend a guinea or two on brass-work from time to time.

At some distance below Ashgrove Cottage a deep lane led up through the fungus-smelling woods. The heavy autumnal rains had turned the clayey bottom into a quagmire, and through this quagmire, sitting sideways upon his horse with his feet so withdrawn from the mud that he appeared to be crouching on its back, like an ape, rode Dr Maturin, Captain Aubrey’s closest friend, the surgeon in many of the ships he had commanded, a small, indefinably odd and even ill-looking man with pale eyes and a paler face, topped by the full-bottomed wig that marked him as a physician, if a somewhat old-fashioned one. He was, for him, unusually well dressed in a snuff-coloured coat with silver buttons and buckskin breeches; but the effect was spoilt by the long black sash that he wore wound three times round his waist, which gave him an outlandish air in the English countryside. On his saddle-bow lay a net, filled with a variety of mushrooms – bolets of all kinds, blewits, chanterelles, Jew’s ears – and now, seeing a fine flush of St Bruno’s collops, he sprang from his horse, seized a bush, and scrambled up the bank. As he did so an uncommonly large black and white bird lifted from among the trees, its vast wings labouring in the calm. Maturin’s hand darted into the folds of his sash, whipped out a little spy-glass and presented it well before the bird, now harried by a pair of crows, crossed the valley and vanished over the hill that divided Ashgrove Cottage from the sea. With great satisfaction he stared after it for a while and then lowered his glass to the cottage itself. To his surprise he noticed that the little home-made observatory had been moved a considerable distance to the right, a good furlong, indeed, to a point where the ridge dropped fifty feet. And there, standing by its characteristic dome and overtopping it as Captain Gulliver might have overtopped a temple in Lilliput, stood Captain Aubrey, resting an ordinary naval glass upon the dome and peering steadfastly at some object far remote. The light was full on him; his face was sharp and clear in Maturin’s telescope, and with a shock the Doctor saw not only that look of anxiety but also the marks of age and unhappiness. Stephen Maturin had thought of Aubrey as powerful resilient cheerful youth itself for so long that this change and the slow, weary motion as the distant figure closed the instrument and stood up, his hand pressed to an old wound in his back, were unusually distressing. Maturin closed his glass, picked the mushrooms and whistled his horse, a little Arab that came like a dog, looking affectionately into his face as he made his awkward journey down the bank with his hatful of collops.

Ten minutes later he stood at the door of the observatory. Captain Aubrey’s bottom now protruded from it, entirely filling the gap. ‘He must have his telescope as nearly horizontal as it will go, and he bending double over it,’ reflected Dr Maturin. ‘There is no weight lost in these posteriors, however: would still tip the beam at fifteen stone.’ Aloud he said, ‘Hola, Jack.’

‘Stephen!’ cried Jack, shooting out backwards with surprising nimbleness in so large a man and seizing his friend by both hands. His pink face was scarlet with pleasure, and a slight answering flush appeared in Maturin’s. ‘How very happy I am to see you, old Stephen! How are you? Where have you been? Where have you been all this time?’ But recollecting that Dr Maturin, as well as being a medical man, was also an intelligence agent – that his movements were necessarily obscure – that his appearance might well be connected with the recent Spanish declaration of war upon France – he hurried on, ‘Looking after your affairs, no doubt. Splendid, splendid. You are staying with us, of course. Have you seen Sophie?’


‘I have not. I paused at the kitchen door, asked the young woman was the Captain at home, and hearing domestic sounds within – the massacre of the innocents came to my mind – I merely left my offering and my horse and came along. You have moved the observatory.’

‘Yes. It was no great task, however: the whole contraption don’t weigh three hundredweight. Killick and I just unshipped the dome – it is copper from the old Diomed that the Dockyard let me have – and then we clapped on a couple of purchases and rolled it up in a forenoon.’

‘How is Killick?’ asked Stephen. Killick had been Jack’s servant these many years; the three had been shipmates in several commissions, and Stephen valued him.

‘Very well, I believe. I had news of him from Collard of Ajax; he sent a shark’s backbone walking-stick for the twins. I had to turn him away, you know.’

Stephen nodded and said, ‘Did the observatory not answer by the house, so?’

‘Yes, it did,’ said Jack hesitantly. ‘But I tell you what it is, Stephen: from here you can see the Wight and the Solent, the tip of Gosport and Spithead. Quick, come and have a look – she will not have moved yet.’

Stephen lowered his face to the eyepiece, shading it with his hands; and there, inverted on a pale luminous background, hung a misty three-decker, almost filling the disc. As he shifted the focus she sprang sharp and clear into view. Brilliantly clear: her sails, topgallants down to courses, limp in the flat calm: the cable out of her hawsehole as her boats ahead carried out the warps to bring her to her mooring. Whilst he gazed he heard Jack’s explanations – this was his new six-inch speculum – three months’ grinding and buffing – finished off with the finest Pomeranian sludge – Miss Herschel’s help invaluable – he had taken off a shade too much on the rim and had very nearly given up heart when she put him in the way of recovering it — admirable woman.

‘Why, it is not the Victory,’ cried Stephen as the ship began to move. ‘It is the Caledonia. I can see the Scotch arms. Jack, I can positively see the Scotch arms! At this distance! You are the speculum-maker of the world, so you are.’

Jack laughed with pleasure. ‘Well do you see, it is the purest day for viewing,’ he said modestly. ‘Never a shimmer even by the water’s edge. How I hope it will hold out until tonight. I will show you such a double star in Andromeda, less than a second of arc apart. Think of that, Stephen. Less than a second apart! With my three-inch glass I could never resolve anything much better than two. Should you not like to see a double less than a second apart?’

‘Sure, it must be prodigious. But for my part I should as soon watch the shipping. Such life, such activity, and we Olympian above it all. Do you not spend hours and hours up here?’

‘I do, Stephen, I do indeed. But I beg you will not mention it at the house. Sophie don’t mind my stargazing, however late – and we shall have to sit up until three this morning before I can show you Jupiter – but staring at the Solent ain’t astronomy. She don’t say anything, but it makes her low in her spirits to think I am pining for the sea.’

‘Do you pine much, Jack?’ asked Stephen, but before Captain Aubrey could answer their attention was distracted by a clamour from the cottage, by Mrs Williams’s hoarse martial voice and the shrill, defiant replies of the servant she was rebuking. Sometimes the motionless air carried the words up the hill with perfect clarity, and they heard the cry ‘a foreign gentleman left them in my kitchen’ several times repeated, but generally the passionate voices overlaid one another, and they were further confused by the echo from the hanging wood on the other side of the valley, by the wail of children, and by the repeated slamming of a door.

Jack shrugged his shoulders: yet after a pause he looked benevolently down at his friend, surveying him. ‘You have not really told me how you are, Stephen,’ he said. ‘How do you do in fact?’

‘Amazingly well, I thank you, Jack. I took the waters at Caldas de Bohi not long ago, and derived great benefit from them.’ Jack nodded: he knew the place, a village in the Pyrenees not far from Dr Maturin’s high sheepwalk; for Stephen, though an Irishman, had property in those parts, coming down to him from his Catalan grandmother. ‘And as well as growing as supple as a fawn,’ continued Dr Maturin, ‘I was able to make a number of valuable observations on the cretins of Bohi. Bohi is largely inhabited by idiots, my dear.’

‘Bohi is not the only place, not by a long chalk. Look at the Admiralty, and what do you see? A general as First Lord, that is what you see. Would you believe it, Stephen? And the first thing this infernal redcoat does, is to take away one of the captain’s eighths – he reduces our prize-money by a third, which is stark, raving lunacy. And then, quite apart from the idiots in Whitehall, this village has half a dozen; they squeak and gibber in the market-place. And in sober earnest, Stephen, I am sometimes cruelly worried by the twins. They do not look over bright to me, and I should take it very kind, was you to survey them privately. But I dare say you would like to look at the garden first?’

‘I should like it of all things. And the bees.’

‘Why, as to the bees, they seem to have piped down these last few weeks. That is to say, I have not been very close since I tried to take their honey, but I have not noticed them about. It must be more than a month since I was stung. But if you would like to see them, let us take the upper path.’

The hives stood in a trim row on white painted stools, but never a bee was to be seen. Stephen peered into the entrances, saw the tell-tale cobweb, shook his head and observed, ‘It is the fell wax-moth.’ He prised a skep from its stool and held it out, inverted, showing the dirty wreck of combs, with the vile grubs spinning their cocoons.

‘The wax-moth!’ cried Jack. ‘Is there something I should have done?’

‘No,’ said Stephen. ‘Not that I know of.’

‘I would not have had it happen for the world. I am so concerned. Sophie and I valued them extremely, as your present.’


‘Never mind,’ said Stephen. ‘I shall bring you some more, of a bolder stock. Pray let us view the garden.’

In the Indian Ocean Captain Aubrey had dreamt of a cottage, with a little land to it: rows of turnips, carrots, onions, cabbages and beans; now his dream was realized. But it had taken no account of the blackfly, the wireworm, the turnip-beetle, the leather-jacket, the green-fly and the black, the cabbage white. The rows were there, half an acre of them, dug as straight as a ruler in the poor, shallow, spewy, earth, and in them stood some dwarfish plants. ‘Of course,’ said Jack, ‘there is nothing to be seen at this time of the year; but I mean to get three to four loads of dung on to the land this winter, and that will make a marvellous difference. I have already put some to my Brunswick cabbages, beyond Sophie’s rose-garden. This way.’ As they skirted the meagre potatoes he pointed over the hedge and said, ‘That is the cow.’

‘I thought it must be a cow: for milk, I make no doubt?’

‘Just so. Vast great quantities of milk, butter, cream, veal: that is to say, we look forward to them presently. At the moment she happens to be dry.’

‘Yet she does not look gravid. Rather the reverse, indeed: lean, Pharaonic, cadaverous.’

‘Well, the fact of the matter, Stephen,’ said Jack, staring at the cow, ‘the fact of the matter is that she refuses the bull. He is game enough, oh Lord, yes; but she will have nothing to say to him. Then he flies into a hellfire passion, bellowing and tearing up the ground; and we go without milk.’

‘From a philosophical point of view, her behaviour is logical enough. Reflect upon the continual, wearisome pregnancies, the price of a momentary and I may say aleatory pleasure. Reflect upon the physical discomfort of a full udder, to say nothing of the necessary parturition, with its attendant perils. I do not mention the uneasiness of seeing one’s offspring turned into a blanquette de veau; for this is peculiar to the cow. Were I a female of any kind, I should beg to decline these general cares; and were I, in this particular case, a heifer, I should certainly choose to remain dry. Yet it must be confessed that from a domestical point of view celibacy in a cow takes on a different aspect entirely: here the general good calls out for teeming loins.’

‘Yes,’ said Jack. ‘It does. Now here is Sophie’s garden. It will be full of roses, come next June. Do you think they look a trifle spindly, Stephen? Do you think I should cut them back very hard, this winter?’

‘Nothing do I know about gardening,’ said Maturin. ‘Nothing at all. But perhaps they may be a little, shall I say, rachitic?’

‘I don’t know how it is,’ said Jack, ‘I don’t seem to have much luck with ornamental plants: that was supposed to be a lavender hedge, do you see? The roots came from Mapes. However, come and look at my cabbages. I am quite proud of them.’ They passed through a wicket-gate and came to a plot at the back of the cottage: a sea of greenery, with a noble steaming dunghill beyond it. ‘There,’ cried Jack, ‘have you ever seen the like?’

‘I have not,’ said Stephen.

‘You may think them rather close, but I reasoned this way: for slinging hammocks we allow fourteen inches a man; now a man will eat a cabbage, and the part cannot be greater than the whole; so I set them by that reckoning, and it has answered amazingly.’ He laughed with satisfaction. ‘Do you remember the old Roman that could not bear to cut ‘em?’

‘Diocletian, I believe.’

‘Just so. How I understand him. And yet, you know, whenever I do bring myself to spoil a rank, precious little encouragement do I get. Always this silly cry of caterpillars. Lord, if they had ate a tenth part of what we have ate in the way of weevils and bargemen in our biscuit, month in month out, on blockade, they would thank Heaven fasting for an honest green caterpillar.’

They stood a while, contemplating the cabbage-patch, and in the stillness Stephen could actually hear the innumerable jaws at work. His eyes wandered from the mass of green to the dunghill: on top of it he noticed the bolets, chanterelles, blewits and collops that he had picked a little while before. The crash of a slamming door above interrupted their meditations; this was followed by the sound of heavy steps within, and the back-door opened, to display a square, red-faced woman, the spit of Mrs Williams but for a cast in her left eye and, when she spoke, a shrill Welsh voice. She had her box on her shoulder.

‘Why, Bessie,’ cried Jack. ‘Where are you going? What are you about?’

Passion so choked the woman that for a moment her lips moved with never a sound; then all at once the words came darting out, accompanied by so venomous a look that Stephen crossed himself. ‘A character, a character, that’s all I want. Near with the sugar, nearer with the tea. A character I want, is all.’ With this she vanished round the corner of the cottage.

Jack looked after her, and observed in a low voice, ‘That makes the fourth this year. It is the damnedest thing, Stephen: I managed a ship’s company of three hundred odd as easy as kiss your hand, but I cannot get the least notion of discipline into this establishment.’ He paused, brooding, and added, ‘You know very well I was no friend to the cat at sea; but rot me, I can see it has its uses.’ Another reflective pause in which his face took on the stern, implacable expression of one who orders a dozen lashes to be laid on; then this look was replaced by one of concern and he cried, ‘Oh Stephen, what a wretched host I am. You must be clemmed. Come in, come in, and we’ll have a glass of grog. This way: you will not mind walking through the scullery – no ceremony, eh? Sophie must be somewhere in front.’

As he spoke a minute window opened above their heads and Sophie’s head emerged. Her distracted look instantly changed to open delight, the sweetest smile. ‘Oh Stephen,’ she cried, ‘how very happy I am to see you. Come in. I shall be down directly.’ Stephen plucked off his hat, bowed and kissed his hand, though indeed he could perfectly well have reached hers from where he stood.


‘Step in,’ said Jack, ‘and mind your head on the beam.’

The only thing in the scullery apart from a vast copper and its smell of boiling baby-clothes was a young woman on a chair with her apron over her head, rocking mutely to and fro. Three paces carried them through it however, into a narrow passage and so to the parlour, a pleasant little room with a bow window, made more spacious by a number of sea-going devices such as lockers under the windows and compact brass-bound ship’s furniture, yet somewhat marred by incongruous great objects never designed for a cottage, such as a high-backed caned seat for five or six people and a long-case clock whose hood would not fit under the ceiling and which therefore stood bareheaded in a corner, shedding desolation. Jack had scarcely time to ask Dr Maturin whether the bow did not remind him of the stern-window of the brig in which they had first sailed together when there was the sound of steps on the stairs and Sophie ran in. She kissed Stephen with sisterly affection and holding him by both hands scrutinized him for his health, his happiness and his general welfare with a tenderness that went straight to his heart, talking all the time with extreme rapidity – ‘she was amazed, delighted – where had he been? – had he been quite well? – he could not imagine how pleased she was – had he been here long? – why had not Jack called her? – she had missed a quarter of an hour of him – she was sure the twins would remember him – they would be so excited – and little Cecilia too of course – he was hungry, was he not? – he would take a piece of seed-cake – how was he?’

‘I am very well, I thank you. And you too, my dear, you are blooming, blooming.’ She was indeed. She had caught up most of the wisps of hair he had seen streaming from the window, but one had escaped and its disorder enchanted him; yet for all the complacency with which he gazed upon her he could not conceal from his private mind that the tendency to plumpness he had once warned her of was quite gone, that were the present flush of pleasure not on her face she might look worn and even haggard, and that her hands, once so elegant, were now coarse and reddened.


Mrs Williams walked in. Stephen rose to bow, to ask after her health and that of her other daughters, and to answer her questions. He was about to sit down again after a tolerably detailed account of Mrs Williams’s providential recovery when she cried, ‘Not on the settle, Dr Maturin, if you please. It is bad for the cane. You will be more comfortable in Captain Aubrey’s chair.’

A thump and a dismal howling above-stairs called Sophie from the room, and presently Jack went after her. Mrs Williams, feeling that she had been a little abrupt in the matter of his sitting, gave Stephen a history of the settle since its manufacture in Dutch William’s time: she had brought it with her from dear Mapes, where no doubt he remembered it in the summer drawing-room; she liked Captain A’s cottage to have something of the air of a gentleman’s house, and in any case she could not bear leaving so valuable, so historical a piece to her tenant, a worthy sort of man no doubt, but something in the commercial line, and people in that walk of life would not scruple to sit on it. The clock also came from Mapes, the most accurate clock in the county.

‘A handsome clock it is too,’ said Stephen. ‘A regulator, I believe. Could it not be set a-going?’

‘Oh, no, sir,’ said Mrs Williams with a pitying look. ‘Was it to be set a-going, the works would instantly start to wear.’ From this she carried on to wear in general and the prohibitive cost of repairs, with an aside about Captain A’s being handy in the house.

Captain Aubrey’s voice, though well calculated to carry from one end of a ship to another in a gale, was less suited to the confidential domestic whisper, and at intervals in Mrs Williams’s stream of words his deep rumble could be heard, not perhaps quite as good-humoured as once it was, expostulating about a fair-sized piece of ham that could be dressed, a sea-pie that could be knocked up in a moment. Stephen turned his attention to Mrs Williams, and shading his eyes with his hand he studied her carefully. It appeared to him that her misfortune had had remarkably little effect on her: her restless, aggressive urge to dominate seemed if anything to have increased; she looked well, and as happy as it was in her nature to be. Her frequent references to her former grandeur might have been references to a myth in which she did not herself believe, a dream from which she had wakened to her present reality. Perhaps she had been born to play the part of a contriving manager with two hundred a year, so that at last she was fulfilling her real purpose. Was it a remarkable display of courage, or was it stark insensibility? For some time now she had been on the subject of servants, producing the usual threadbare observations with great conviction and volubility. In her young days they had been perfect; now they were difficult to find, impossible to keep, idle, false, dishonest, and often downright evil. ‘Only this morning, only this very morning,’ she said, ‘I caught the cook fingering a heap of toadstools. Can you imagine such wickedness, Dr Maturin? To finger toadstools and then to touch my grandchildren’s food with her nasty hands! There’s a Welshwoman for you!’

‘Did you attend to her explanation, ma’am?’

‘Of course not. Lies, all lies, you know, in the kitchen. I flung them out of the door and gave her a piece of my mind. Character, forsooth! Don’t she wish she may get it.’

After a short pause Stephen said, ‘I saw an osprey this morning in that noble hanger over the way.’

‘Did you, sir, indeed? Well, I declare. In that little wood we see from the window? It is quite well, for Hampshire. But when you know the neighbourhood as well as I know it, you will find that it is nothing in comparison of the woods at Mapes. They stretched into the next county, sir, and they were full of ospreys. Mr Williams used to shoot any number of ‘em. I dare say this osprey of yours was a stray from Mapes.’

For some time Stephen had been aware of a snuffling behind the door. Now it opened and a little girl with yellow hair and a heavy cold came bursting in. She stared at him with an arch look, then buried her head in her grandmother’s lap; to Stephen’s relief all Mrs Williams’s entreaties that she should stand up, that she should shake the gentleman’s hand and give him a kiss, were in vain, and there she reclined, while her grandmother gently stroked her hair.

Mrs Williams had never, to Stephen’s knowledge, shown the least kindness to her daughters; her face, voice and manner were unfitted for the expression of kindness; yet here it was, glowing in her whole squat person as she explained that this was little Cecilia, the child of her middle daughter, who was following her husband’s regiment and who therefore could not look after her, poor thing.

‘I should have known her anywhere,’ said Stephen. ‘A fine child.’

Sophie returned and the child at once began to shout, ‘Aunt, Aunt, Cook tried to poison me with toadstools.’ She kept up this unvaried cry for some time, and over it Stephen said to Sophie, ‘I am strangely remiss: you must forgive me. I am come to beg you all to dine with me, and I have not yet delivered my invitation.’

‘You are very good,’ said Mrs Williams at once, ‘but I am afraid that would be quite impossible, because—’ she looked about for some reason why it should be quite impossible, but was obliged to take refuge in hushing the child. Stephen went on, ‘I am staying at the Crown in Petersfield, and have bespoke a variety of dishes.’

Sophie asked how he could be so monstrous; he was staying at the cottage, and dining there too. Again the door opened, and both women eagerly turned to Jack. ‘How they do talk,’ reflected Stephen: this was the first time he had ever seen the slightest possible evidence of a relationship between Sophie and her improbable mother.

‘Uncle Aubrey,’ cried Cecilia, ‘Cook tried to poison me and the twins with toadstools.’

‘What stuff,’ said Jack. ‘Stephen, you dine and sleep with us. The galley is all ahoo today, but there will be a capital sea-pie.’

‘Jack,’ said Stephen, ‘I have bespoke dinner at the Crown. These dishes will be on the table at the appointed hour, and if we are not there, they will go to waste entirely.’

This remark, he noticed, had a striking effect upon the women. Although they still protested that he should not go, the conviction and the volume of their arguments declined. Stephen said nothing: at times he looked out of the window, at others he watched Sophie and her mother, and their kinship became more apparent. Where did it lie? Certainly not in tone of voice, nor in any particular feature or physical movement. Conceivably it arose from a certain not childish but rather un-adult expression common to both, an expression that a French colleague of his, a physiognomist and a follower of Lavater, had called ‘the English look’, attributing it to frigidity, a well-known characteristic of Englishwomen, and thus to an ignorance of the warming, ripening delights of physical love. ‘If Dupuytren was right, and if this is indeed the case,’ he reflected, ‘then Jack, with his ardent temperament, must be strangely put about.’ The flood of talk continued. ‘How well he bears it,’ thought Stephen, remembering Jack’s short way with cackle on the quarterdeck. ‘I honour his forbearance.’ Compromises made their appearance: some should go, some should stay. Eventually, after a very long typical family discussion that often began again where it had started, it was agreed that Jack should go, that Stephen should return the next morning for breakfast, and that Mrs Williams, for some reason, should content herself with a little bread and cheese.

‘Nonsense, ma’am,’ cried Jack, goaded beyond civility at last, ‘there is a perfectly good piece of ham in the larder, and the makings of a monstrous fine great sea-pie.’

‘But at least, Stephen, you will have time to see the twins before you leave,’ said Sophie quickly. ‘For the moment they are quite presentable. Pray show them, my dear. I will be with you in a moment.’

Jack led him up the stairs into a little sloping room, upon whose floor sat two bald babies, dressed in fresh frocks. They had pale, globular faces, and in the middle of each face a surprisingly long and pointed nose called the turnip to an impartial observer’s mind. They looked at Stephen steadily: they had not yet reached the age of any social contact whatsoever and there was not the least doubt that they found him uninteresting, dull, even repellent; their eyes wandered elsewhere, dismissing him, both pairs at exactly the same moment. They might have been infinitely old, or members of another genus.

‘Very fine children,’ said Stephen. ‘I should have known them anywhere.’

‘I cannot tell one from t’other,’ said Jack. ‘You would not credit the din they can kick up if things are not quite to their liking. The one on the right is probably Charlotte.’ He stared at them; they stared at him, unwinking. ‘What do you think of them, Stephen?’ he asked, tapping his forehead significantly.

Stephen resumed his professional role. He had delivered some scores of babies at the Rotunda in his student days, but since then his practice had lain among adults, particularly among seafaring adults, and few men of his professional standing could have been worse qualified for this task; however, he picked them up, listened to their hearts and lungs, opened their mouths and peered within, bent their limbs, and made motions before their eyes.

‘How old are they?’ he asked.

‘Why, they must be quite old by now,’ said Jack. ‘They seem to have been here for ever. Sophie will know exactly.’

Sophie came in, and to his pleasure Stephen saw both the little creatures lose their eternal, ancient look; they smiled, wriggled and jerked themselves convulsively with joy, mere human larvae.

‘You need not be afraid for them,’ he said, as he and Jack walked over the fields towards their dinner. ‘They will do very well; they may even turn out a pair of phoenixes, in time. But I do beg you will not countenance that thoughtless way people have of flinging them up into the air. It is liable to do great harm, to confuse their intellects; and a girl, when grown into a woman, has greater need of her intellect than a man. It is a grievous error to fling them to the ceiling.’

‘God’s my life!’ cried Jack, pausing in his stride. ‘You don’t tell me so? I thought they liked being tossed up – they laugh and crow and so on, almost human. But I shall never do it again, although they are only girls, poor little swabs.’

‘It is curious, the way you dwell upon their sex. They are your own children, for all love, your very flesh; and yet I could almost suppose, and not only from your referring to them as swabs, a disobliging term, that you were disappointed in them, merely for being girls. It is, to be sure, a misfortune for them – the orthodox Jew daily thanks his Maker for not having been born a woman, and we might well echo his gratitude – but I cannot for the life of me see how it affects you, your aim being, as I take it, posterity, a vicarious immortality: and for that a girl is if anything a better assurance than a boy.’

‘Perhaps it is a foolish prejudice,’ said Jack, ‘but to tell you the truth, Stephen, I had longed for a boy. And to have not one girl but two – well, I would not have Sophie know it for the world, but it is a disappointment, reason how I may. My heart was set on a boy: I had it all worked out in my mind. I should have taken him to sea at seven or eight, with a good schoolmaster aboard to give him a thorough grounding in mathematics and even perhaps a parson for the frills, Latin and morality and so on. He should have spoken French and Spanish as well as you do, Stephen; and I could have taught him a deal of seamanship. Even if I could get no ship for years and years, I knew just what admirals and captains to place him with; he would not have lacked for friends in the service; and if he had not been knocked on the head first, I should have seen him made post by twenty-one or-two. Maybe I should have seen him hoist his flag at last. I could help a boy along, at sea; and the sea is the only thing I know. What use can I possibly be to a parcel of girls? I cannot even give them portions.’

‘By the law of averages the next is very likely to be a boy,’ said Stephen, ‘and then you will carry out your benevolent scheme.’

‘There is no likelihood of another. None at all,’ said Jack. ‘You have not been married, Stephen – but I cannot explain – should never have mentioned it. This is the stile to the turnpike: you can see the Crown from here.’


They said nothing as they walked along the road. Stephen reflected upon Sophie’s confinement: he had not been present, but he understood from his colleagues that it had been unusually difficult and prolonged – a bad presentation – yet there had been no essential lesion. He also reflected upon Jack’s life at Ashgrove Cottage; and standing before the fire in the Crown, a fine great, posting-inn on the main Portsmouth road, he said, ‘Were we to speak generally, we might say that upon the whole sailors, after many years of their unnatural, cloistered life, tend to regard the land as Fiddler’s Green, a perpetual holiday; and that their expectations cannot be attempted to be fulfilled. What the ordinary landsman accepts as the common lot, the daily round of domestic ills, children, responsibilities, the ordinary seaman is apt to look upon as a disappointment of his hopes, an altogether exceptional trial, and an invasion of his liberty.’

‘I catch your drift, old Stephen,’ said Jack with a smile, ‘and there is a great deal in what you say. But not every ordinary seaman has Mrs Williams to live with him. I am not complaining, mark you. She is not a bad sort of a woman at all; she does her best according to her own lights, and she is truly devoted to the children. The trouble is that I had somehow got the wrong notion of marriage. I had thought there was more friendship and confidence and unreserve in it than the case allows. I am not criticizing Sophie in the least degree, you understand—’

‘Certainly not.’

‘– but in the nature of things… The fault is entirely on my side, I am sure. When you are in command, you get so sick of the loneliness, of playing the great man and so on, that you long to break out of it; but in the nature of things it don’t seem possible.’ He relapsed into silence.

After a while Stephen said, ‘So if you were ordered to sea, brother, I collect you would not rage and curse, as being snatched away from domestic felicity – the felicity, I mean, of a parent guiding his daughters’ first interesting steps?’

‘I should kiss the messenger,’ said Jack.


‘This I had supposed for some time now,’ murmured Stephen.

‘For one thing, I should be on full pay,’ continued Jack, ‘and for another, there would be a chance of prize-money, and I might be able to give them portions.’ At the word prize-money the old piratical look gleamed in his bright blue eyes and he straightened to his full height. ‘And indeed I have some hopes of a ship. I pepper the Admiralty with letters, of course, and some days ago I wrote to Bromley: there is a frigate fitting out in the Dockyard, the old Diane, doubled and braced with Snodgrass’s diagonals. I even pester Old Jarvie from time to time, though he don’t love me. Oh, I have half a dozen irons in the fire – I suppose you have not been up to anything, Stephen? Not another Surprise, with an envoy for the East Indies?’

‘How come you to ask such a simple question, Jack? Hush: do not gape, but look privily towards the stair. There is a most strikingly handsome woman.’

Jack glanced round, and there in fact was a most strikingly handsome woman, young, spry, a lady very much alive, wearing a green riding-habit; she was aware of being looked at, and she moved with even more grace than nature had provided.

He turned heavily back to the fire. ‘I have no use for your women,’ he said. ‘Handsome or otherwise.’

‘I never expected you to utter so weak a remark,’ said Stephen. ‘To lump all women together in one undiscriminated heap is as unphilosophical as to say…’

‘Gentlemen,’ said the host of the Crown, ‘your dinner is on the table, if you please to walk in.’

It was a good dinner, but even the soused hog’s face did not restore Captain Aubrey’s philosophy, nor give his expression the old degree of cheerfulness that Stephen had known outlast privation, defeat, imprisonment and even the loss of his ship.

After the first remove, which had been entirely taken up with memories of earlier commissions and former shipmates, they spoke of Mrs Williams’s affairs. That lady, having lost her man of business by death, had been unfortunate in her choice of a new one, a gentleman with a scheme of investment that must infallibly yield seventeen and a half per cent. Her capital had been engulfed and with it her estate, though up until the present she still retained the house whose rent paid the interest on the mortgage. ‘I cannot blame her,’ said Jack. ‘I dare say I should have done the same myself: even ten per cent would have been wonderfully tempting. But I wish she had not lost Sophie’s dowry too. She did not choose to transfer it until the Michaelmas dividends were due, and in decency we could hardly press her, so it all went, being in her name. I mind the money, of course, but even more than that I mind its making Sophie unhappy. She feels she is a burden, which is the greatest nonsense. But what can I say? I might as well talk to the cathead.’

‘Allow me to pour you another glass of this port,’ said Stephen. ‘It is an innocent wine, neither sophisticated nor muddy, which is rare in these parts. Tell me, who is the Miss Herschel of whom you spoke with such warm approbation?’

‘Ah, now, that is another case altogether: there is a woman who bears out all you say about heaps,’ cried Jack. ‘There is a woman you can talk to as one rational being to another. Ask her the measure of an arc whose cosine is nought, and instantly she replies pi upon two: it is all there, in her head. She is sister to the great Mr Herschel.’

‘The astronomer?’

‘Just so. He honoured me with some most judicious remarks on refraction when I addressed the Royal Society, and that is how I came to know her. She had already read my paper on the Jovian moons, was more than civil about it, and suggested a quicker way of working my heliocentric longitudes. I go to see her every time she comes down to Newman’s observatory, which is pretty often, and we sit there either sweeping for comets all night or talking about instruments. She and her brother must have made some hundreds in their time. She understands telescopes from clew to earring, and it was she who showed me how to figure a speculum, and where to get my superfine Pomeranian sludge. And it is not mere theory: I have seen her walking round and round a post in Newman’s stable-yard for a good three hours without a break, putting the last touches to a six-inch mirror – it will never do to take your hand from the surface at that stage, you know – taking snuff from a saucer every hundred paces. An admirable woman; you would love her, Stephen. And she sings, too – hits the note plumb in the middle, as pure as the Carlotta.’

‘If she is Mr Herschel’s sister, I presume she is a lady of a certain age?’

‘Oh, yes, she must be sixty or so: she could never have come by such a knowledge of double stars in less. Sixty at least. Yet it is all one. Whenever I come home from a night with Miss Herschel there are wry looks, a tolerably frigid welcome.’

‘Since it has physical effects, the sorrow and woe that is in marriage no doubt belongs to the province of the physician,’ said Stephen. ‘But I am as little acquainted with it as I am with gardening, or domestic economy.’

He was brought nearer acquainted the next morning, when he walked up to breakfast at the cottage. He was far too early, and the first sight that met his eye was the twins flinging their pap about and shrieking as they did so, while their grandmother, protected by a coarse canvas bib and apron, endeavoured to feed them with a spoon and little Cecilia wallowed in the bowl itself; he recoiled into the arms of the servant-girl carrying a basket of malodorous cloths, and worse might have happened if Sophie, suddenly appearing from above, had not whipped him away into the garden.

After a little general conversation from which it appeared that Jack had enjoyed his dinner, had come home singing, and was now grinding the coffee himself, she said, ‘Oh, Stephen, how I wish you could help him to a ship. He is so unhappy here. He spends hours up on the hill, looking at the sea through his telescope, and it breaks my heart. Even if it were only for a short cruise – the winter is coming on, and the damp is so bad for his wound – any sort of ship at all, even if it were only a transport, like dear Mr Pullings.’


‘How I wish I could, my dear; but what is the voice of a ship’s surgeon in the councils of the great?’ said Stephen, with a veiled though piercing glance to see whether any of her husband’s knowledge of his double character had been sacrificed to marital confidence. Her next words and her totally unconscious air reassured him: she said, ‘We saw in the paper that you were called in when the Duke of Clarence was ill, and I thought that perhaps a word from you…’

He said, ‘Honey, the duke knows Jack very well, by reputation – we spoke of his action with the Cacafuego – but he also knows that recommending Jack for a command would be the worst service he could do him. His Highness is in bad odour with the Admiralty.’

‘But surely they could not refuse the King’s own son?’

‘They are terrible men at the Admiralty, my dear.’

Before she could reply the church clock of Chilton Admiral told the hour, and on the third stroke Jack’s hail of ‘Coffee’s up’ followed by his manly form and some remarks about the wind having backed two points in the night – heavy rain for sure – broke up their conference.

Breakfast was spread in the parlour, and they walked into a fine smell of coffee, toast and wood-smoke: the ham stood on the table, flanked by Jack’s own radishes, each the size of a moderate pippin, and a solitary egg. ‘There is the great advantage of living in the country,’ he said. ‘You get your vegetables really fresh. And that is our own egg, Stephen! Do help yourself. Sophie’s crab-apple jelly is by your side. Damn that chimney; it will not draw when the air is anything south of west. Stephen, let me pass you an egg.’

Mrs Williams brought Cecilia in, so starched that she held her arms from her sides, like an imperfectly-articulated doll. She came and stood by Stephen’s chair, and while the others were busily wondering why there was no news from the rectory, where the birth of a child had been hourly expected these many days past, she told him loud and clear that they never had coffee except on birthdays and when there had been a victory, and that her uncle Aubrey usually drank small beer, whereas her aunt and grandmama drank milk: if he liked, she would butter his toast for him. She had buttered a good deal of his coat too before Mrs Williams, with a delighted shriek, plucked her away, remarking that there never was such a forward child for her years; Cecilia, her mother, could never have buttered a piece of toast so prettily at that age.

Jack’s attention was elsewhere; his ear was cocked; his cup was poised; several times he looked at his watch. ‘The post!’ exclaimed Mrs Williams at the thundering double knock on the door, and Jack made a visible effort to sit still in his chair until the servant appeared, saying ‘A letter and a book, sir, if you please, and a shilling to pay.’

Jack felt in his pocket, frowned, and called across the table, ‘Have you a shilling in change, Stephen? Here’s nothing small.’

Stephen too plunged his hand into his breeches and came up with a mixed bag of currency, English, French and Spanish. ‘The gentleman has three gold pieces,’ said Cecilia, ‘and a large quantity of silver.’ But Stephen was deaf: he picked out twelve pence and handed them over, saying, ‘Never mind me, I beg.’

‘Well, if you will all forgive me…’ said Jack, breaking the seal. Mrs Williams craned her neck to make out all she could from her indifferent point of vantage, but before she could move to a better, her curiosity was satisfied. ‘Oh,’ said Jack, throwing the letter down, ‘it is only that fellow Bromley. I always knew he was a rake; now I know he is a scrub into the bargain. However, here is the Naval Chronicle. That is always worth reading. My dear, Stephen’s cup is empty.’ He turned first to the appointments and promotions. ‘Goate is made post at last; I am heartily glad of it.’ Considerations upon the merits and demerits of Captain Goate and other acquaintances, also made post. Then, after a calculating pause, Jack said, ‘You know, Stephen, our losses last year were not as heavy as I made out last night. Listen: Jupiter, 50, wrecked in Vigo Bay; Leda, 38, wrecked off Milford Haven; Crescent, 36, wrecked off Jutland; Flora, 32, wrecked off Holland; Meleager, 36, wrecked on Barebush Cay; Astraea, 32, wrecked off Anagado. Only five frigates, you see. And as for the post-ships, only Banterer, 22, wrecked in the St Lawrence; Laurel, 22, taken by the Canonnière, 50 – you remember the Canonnière, Stephen? I pointed her out to you once, when we were looking into Brest. An ancient old ship, built somewhere about 1710, but an amazing fine sailer; she can still give most of our heavy frigates topgallants on a bowline. Stephen, what’s amiss?’

Stephen was gazing through the acrid smoke at Cecilia, who, bored with the conversation, had opened the clock’s door with her greasy hands to get at the pendulum, a heavy jar of quicksilver.

‘Oh, let the poor little treasure be,’ said Mrs Williams, looking at her granddaughter with the fondest admiration.

‘Madam,’ said Stephen, his heart in pain for the exquisite mechanism, ‘she will do herself a mischief. That quicksilver is most delicately poised; furthermore it is poison.’

‘Cecilia,’ said Jack, ‘cut along now. Run away and play.’

Contention, tears, Mrs Williams’s nimble protective tongue, and Sophie led her niece from the room. Mrs Williams was not at all pleased, but in the silence the sound of the passing-bell came clear from the church; it instantly diverted her mind, and she cried, ‘That must be for poor Mrs Thwaites. She was due last week, and they sent for the man-midwife last night. There, Captain Aubrey.’ These last words were delivered with an inimical jerk of her head, a retaliation, as it were, for his list of male wreckage and death, an assertion of women’s sacrifice.

Sophie returned with the news that a horseman was approaching the cottage. ‘It is news of poor Mrs Thwaites, no doubt,’ said Mrs Williams, looking hard at Jack again. But she was mistaken. It was a boy from the Crown, with a letter for Jack: he was to wait for an answer.

‘“Lady Clonfert presents her compliments to Captain and Mrs Aubrey, and would be most grateful for a passage to the Cape. She promises to take up no room and to give no trouble whatsoever; and flatters herself that Mrs Aubrey will, as a fellow-sailor’s wife, understand and support this sadly informal and hurried application. She also proposes, if perfectly convenient to Mrs Aubrey, to do herself the honour of waiting upon her in the forenoon,’” read Captain Aubrey aloud, with a very high degree of astonishment, adding, ‘Certainly she may have a lift to the Cape, whenever I happen to be going there, ha, ha.’

‘Jack,’ said Stephen, ‘a word with you, if you please.’

They walked out into the garden, pursued by Mrs Williams’s angry voice – ‘A most improper application – no compliments to me – and disgracefully ill-wrote; she has spelt promises with one m – I have no patience with these attempts at thrusting oneself into a strange house.’

At the end of the wan row of carrots Stephen said, ‘I must beg your pardon for having evaded your question last night. I have in fact been up to something, as you put it. But first I must speak very briefly of the position in the Indian Ocean. Some months ago four new French frigates slipped out of the Channel ports, ostensibly for Martinique – that was the general rumour on shore, and that was the destination stated in the orders delivered to their respective captains: but no doubt these captains also carried sealed orders, to be opened somewhere south of Finisterre. At all events the frigates never reached the Antilles. Nothing was heard of them until they reached Mauritius, where they upset the balance of power in those waters entirely. The news of their presence reached England a very short while ago. They have already taken two Indiamen, and clearly they threaten to take many more. Government is extremely concerned.’

‘I am sure of it,’ cried Jack. Mauritius and La Réunion lay right in the path of the eastern trade, and although the Company’s ships were usually well enough armed to deal with the privateers and pirates that swarmed in those seas, while the Royal Navy, by stretching its resources to the utmost, could just contain the French men-of-war, the sudden arrival of four frigates would be catastrophic: furthermore, the Frenchmen had excellent deep-water harbours in Port-Louis and Port South-East and St Paul’s, sheltered from the frequent hurricanes and full of marine stores, whereas the Navy’s nearest base was the Cape, more than two thousand miles to the south.

Stephen was silent for a moment. ‘Do you know the Boadicea?’ he asked abruptly.

‘Boadicea, 38? Yes, of course. A weatherly ship, though slow: fitting foreign for the Leeward Islands station. Charles Loveless has her.’

‘Well, listen now: this vessel, this frigate, is to be diverted to the Cape. And Captain Loveless, as you say, was to take her there to form part of a squadron made up of what the Admiral could spare: a force intended not only to counteract the French frigates but to take their bases away from them. In short, to capture La Réunion and Mauritius, to install a governor, and to possess them as colonies, valuable not only in themselves but as posts along this most interesting route.’

‘A capital notion,’ said Jack. ‘It has always seemed absurd to me, that those islands should not be English – unnatural.’ He spoke a little at haphazard, because he had noted – oh, with what keen attention – Stephen’s ‘Captain Loveless was to take her.’ Might this possibly be an acting command?

Stephen frowned. ‘I was to accompany this force, together with the proposed governor,’ he went on. ‘And I was in a position to offer a certain amount of advice; that is to say, I was consulted on various points. It did not appear to me that Captain Loveless was fitted for the political side of the task, either mentally or physically; but he has great interest at the Admiralty. However, his malady increased upon him, and in spite of my colleague’s efforts and of my own he is now on shore with an obstinate tenesmus that will keep him there. In London I caused it to be suggested that Captain Aubrey would be admirably suited for the vacant command’ – Jack gripped his elbow with a force that made him catch his breath, but he continued ‘– that it was probable he would accept it in spite of his domestic situation and of the very short notice, and that I should be seeing him myself directly. Alternative names were advanced; some very frivolous objections to do with seniority and the flying of some kind of flag, some trumpery mark of distinction, were raised, for it seemed desirable that the person, or the ship, in question should be so ornamented …’ With a prodigious effort Jack swallowed the words ‘A broad pennant, a commodore’s broad pennant, for God’s sake!’ and Stephen continued, ‘and most unhappily several people had to be consulted.’ He bent to pick a stalk of grass and put it into his mouth; for some time he shook his head, and the farther end of the grass magnified its motion, showing anger, disapprobation, or a most decided negative. Jack’s heart, raised by the mere mention of a broad pennant, the sailor’s sweetest dream short of the admiral’s flag itself, sank into the dark, everyday world of half-pay. ‘Most unhappily, I say,’ went on Stephen, ‘for although I carried my point, it is evident that at least one of those consulted has been talking. The rumour has already spread about the town. Lady Clonfert’s appearance is clear proof of that; her husband is on the Cape station, captain of the Otter. Oh, oh, it is always the same thing – gabble, gabble, gabble, blab, blab, blab, like a parcel of geese on a common, or a pack of old women…’ his voice soared shrill in indignation, and Jack was aware that he was giving instances of loose talk, of intelligence conveyed to the enemy by spreading gossip; but Jack’s glowing mind was filled with a picture of the Boadicea, her simpering figurehead with its vast bosom spreading over the frigate’s fine seaworthy bows – a trifle slow, perhaps, and he had seen her miss stays; but a careful stowing of her hold to bring her by the stern might make a world of difference, and cross-cat-harpins; Charles Loveless had no notion of crosscat-harpins, still less of Bentinck shrouds. He found Stephen’s eye fixed angrily upon him, bent his head with an expression of the gravest attention, and heard the words, ‘As though the French were deaf, dumb, blind, incompetent! That is why I am most unwillingly obliged to give you this short summary. In any other event I should infinitely have preferred the news to reach you through the proper channels, without the least explanation – your provisional orders are at the port-admiral’s office this minute – for not only does this require speaking openly of what should not be mentioned at all, but I am extremely averse to appearing in the role of fairy godmother, a purely fortuitous fairy godmother in this case. It can inflict an apparent, though fallacious, burden of obligation, and cause great damage to a relationship.’

‘Not to ours, brother,’ said Jack, ‘not to ours. And I will not thank you, since you don’t like it; but Lord, Stephen, I am a different man.’ He was indeed. Taller, younger, pinker, his eyes blazing with life. His stoop had gone, and a great boyish grin kept ruining his attempted gravity.

‘You will not mention this to Sophie, nor to any other person,’ said Stephen, with a cold, penetrating glare.

‘Must I not even start looking to my sea-chest?’

‘What a fellow you are, Jack!’ cried Stephen, in great disgust. ‘Of course you must not, not until the port-admiral’s messenger is come. Cannot you see the obvious cause and effect? I should have thought it plain even to the meanest intelligence.’

‘A ship!’ cried Jack, springing heavily into the air. There were tears in his eyes, and Stephen saw that he might wish to shake hands at any minute. He disliked all effusion, privately thinking the English far too much given to weeping and the flow of soul; he pursed his lips with a sour expression, and put his hands behind his back. He said, ‘Plain to the meanest intelligence: I appear – you have a ship. What must Sophie conclude? Where is my character?’

‘How long do you think the port-admiral’s messenger will be, Stephen?’ asked Jack, with nothing but a loving smile at these harsh words.

‘Let us hope he outpaces Lady Clonfert by a few minutes at least, if only to prove that casual gossip does not necessarily have to run faster than official orders every single time. How we shall ever win this war I cannot tell. In Whitehall they know perfectly well that success in the Mauritius enterprise is of capital importance, and yet some fool must be prating. I cannot express my abhorrence of their levity. We reinforce the Cape, and tell them so: they instantly reinforce the Ile de France, that is to say, Mauritius. And so it runs, all, all of a piece throughout: Mr Congreve invents a military rocket with vast potentialities – we instantly inform the world, like a hen that has laid an egg, thus throwing away all the effect of surprise. The worthy Mr Snodgrass finds out a way of rendering old ships serviceable in a short time and at little expense: without a moment’s pause we publish his method in all the papers, together with drawings, lest some particular should escape our enemy’s comprehension.’

Jack looked as solemn as he could, and shook his head; but very soon he turned a beaming face to Stephen and asked, ‘Do you imagine this will be one of your stand-off-and-on capers? Ordered to sea at a moment’s notice, recalled, turned on shore for a month, all your hands drafted elsewhere, and then sent to the Baltic at last in your hot-weather clothes?’

‘I do not. Quite apart from the absolute importance of the operation, there are many members of the Board and of the ministry that have their money in East India stock: ruin the Company and you ruin them. No, no: there is likely to be a wonderful degree of celerity in this case, I believe.’

Jack laughed aloud with pleasure, and then observed that they must be getting back to the house – the boy from the Crown was waiting for an answer. ‘I shall have to give that wretched woman a lift,’ he added. ‘You cannot refuse a brother-officer’s wife, the wife of a man you know; but Lord, how I wish I could get out of it. Come, let us walk in.’

‘I cannot advise it,’ said Stephen. ‘Sophie would detect you instantly. You are as transparent as a bride. Stay here till I desire Sophie to make your joint reply to Lady Clonfert: you cannot be seen until you have your orders.’

‘I shall go to the observatory,’ said Jack.

It was here that Stephen found him some minutes later, with his telescope trained on the Portsmouth road. ‘Sophie has answered,’ said Stephen, ‘and every woman in the house is now scrubbing the parlour and changing the lace window-curtains; they turned me out with very little ceremony, I can tell you.’


The promised rain began to fall, drumming briskly on the copper dome: there was just room for them both, and there they crouched in silence for a while. Beneath the bubbling current of his pure joy, Jack longed to ask whether Stephen had in some way arranged Captain Loveless’s tenesmus; but although he had known Stephen intimately these many, many years, there was something about him that forbade questioning.

Presently, his mind sobering, he reflected on the Indian Ocean, on the fine blue-water sailing with the south-east trade-wind, the perilous inshore navigation among the coral reefs surrounding La Réunion and Mauritius; on the typical Admiralty decision to send one frigate to counterbalance four; on the immense difficulty of maintaining even a blockade, above all in the hurricane months, let alone that of landing upon those islands, with their few harbours (and those fortified), their broad reefs, the perpetual heavy surf on their inhospitable shores; on the question of water, and on the nature of the force likely to oppose him. To oppose him, that is to say, if ever he reached the station. Furtively stretching out to touch a piece of wood, he said, ‘This hypothetical squadron, Stephen, have you any idea of its strength, and what it might have to deal with?’

‘I wish I had, my dear,’ said Stephen. ‘The Néréide and the Sirius were mentioned, to be sure, together with the Otter and the possibility of another sloop; but beyond that everything is nebulous. Vessels that Admiral Bertie had at the time of his latest despatches, dated more than three months ago, may very well be off Java by the time the squadron is actually formed. Nor can I speak to what Decaen may have had in Mauritius before this reinforcement, apart from the Canonnière and possibly the Sémillante – they range so wide. On the other hand I can tell you the names of their new frigates. They are the Vénus, Manche, Bellone and Caroline.’

‘Vénus, Manche, Bellone, Caroline,’ said Jack, frowning. ‘I have never heard of a single one of ‘em.’

‘No. As I said, they are new, quite new: they carry forty guns apiece. Twenty-four-pounders, at least in the case of the Bellone and the Manche: perhaps in the others too.’

‘Oh, indeed?’ said Jack, his eye still to his telescope. The rosy glow in his mind had strange lurid edges to it now. Those were in fact the French navy’s most recent, very heavy frigates, the envy of the British dockyards. Buonaparte had all the forests of Europe at his command, splendid Dalmatian oak, tall northern spars, best Riga hemp; and although the man himself was the merest soldier, his shipbuilders turned out the finest vessels afloat and he had some very capable officers to command them. Forty guns apiece. The Néréide had thirty-six, but only twelve-pounders: Boadicea and Sirius, with their eighteen-pounders, might be a match for the Frenchmen, particularly if the French crews were as new as their ships; but even so, that was a hundred and sixty guns to a hundred and ten to say nothing of the broadside weight of metal. Everything would depend on how those guns were handled. The other forces at the Cape hardly entered into the line of count. The flagship, the ancient Raisonable, sixty-four, could no more be considered a fighting unit than the antique French Canonnière: he could not offhand recall the smaller vessels on the station, apart from the Otter, a pretty eighteen-gun ship-sloop: but in any case, if it came to a general action, the frigates alone must bear the brunt. The Néréide he knew of, the crack frigate of the West Indies station, and in Corbett she had a fighting captain; Pym he knew by reputation; but Clonfert of the Otter was the only captain he had ever sailed with… Across the round of his objective-glass travelled a purposeful Marine, mounted on a horse. ‘O blessed form,’ murmured Jack, following him behind a haystack with his telescope, ‘he will
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