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HIMGHAM, MASSACHUSETTS

June 1777

RICHARD CUTLER DREW ASIDE the flaps of the oilskin cloak draped around his shoulders and stared down in disbelief at his watch. He used a dry corner of his cotton waistcoat to wipe away tiny droplets collecting on the crystal and stared again. Seventeen minutes to go. Had it been only five minutes since he last checked?

He glanced up at the house that was his destination, a two-story clapboard structure on Otis Hill weathered to a slate gray by decades of fog and sea air. On the roof, a small square picket fence provided protection and height to anyone searching eastward beyond the long, narrow, crooked arm of the Nantasket Peninsula for a glint of rising sail. To the northwest, he could make out through the drizzle the beacon pole at the crest of the square mile bump of pasture land in the heart of Boston. Above it, in the far distance, a long, thin yellow line intruded between the formless gloom of clouds and earth.

“Clearing before sunset,” Richard mused, confirming by the sway of treetops that the wind was freshening and veering in a westerly direction. He turned his attention to what he had first noticed when he arrived here at the end of Crow Point almost an hour ago.

Rebecca, as the topsail schooner was named, was herself not unusual, though larger and sleeker than most coastal packets plying the waters between Boston and the South Shore. Quays along Hingham harbor were alive with these coastal merchantmen loading and unloading goods for sale or barter. The hull of this particular craft was freshly painted black, and Richard noted that her sails were neatly furled, “in Bristol fashion” as his uncle in England was wont to say She was not a commissioned naval vessel; nevertheless, what made her stand out amid the din and bustle of dockside commerce was the green-coated marine standing at rigid attention by her gangway, his eyes dead ahead, a sea-service musket at his side. What made it a further object of curiosity to passers-by was the flag fluttering atop her ensign staff. The thirteen red and white stripes remained the same, but in its canton the Union Jack had been replaced by a circle of thirteen white stars set against a backdrop of navy blue.

Another check of his watch. It was time.

Along the way up Broad Cove Lane, Richard returned the friendly greetings of citizens he met, though he avoided eye contact or anything else that might suggest an interest in conversation. Not even the perky hello from Sarah Fearing distracted him. She was a beauty, and he sensed her eyes on him as he strode past. This afternoon he avoided her normally welcomed attentions.

At the front door of the clapboard house, he removed his beaver felt tricorne hat and coaxed unruly strands of blond hair away from his face. After brushing off loose water from the front of his cloak, he breathed in deeply and knocked.

His knock was answered by a stooped, white-haired man who had a smile on his lips and a twinkle in his eyes when he saw Richard. He motioned him inside and drew the cloak from his shoulders, then led him to a room that was small but comfortable, containing shelves of books, a satinwood writing table set against the wall, an oblong table placed between two wingback chairs by the hearth, and a luxuriously thick Persian rug that gathered everything in the room together into a snug fit. A fire had been laid and was now crackling agreeably, a defense against dampness more than chill. The old man held up one finger, smiled again at Richard, and bowed before leaving the room.

“Thank you, Caleb,” Richard called after him, with affection. Caleb was a favorite of his and his family and of many people in Hingham. During the recent war with the French, he had served as sergeant in the Massachusetts militia under the command of then Col. Benjamin Lincoln, whose house Richard was standing in now. Richard’s father had served as lieutenant in the same company and credited Caleb with saving his life more than once. During a skirmish near Deerfield on the western frontier, Caleb had been taken by Mohawk warriors. Colonel Lincoln and Lieutenant Cutler had rallied the militia to his rescue, but not before Caleb’s tongue had been cut out. Since the war, Caleb had served in the personal employ of now Gen. Benjamin Lincoln. Such was the respect of Richard’s father for Caleb that he had named the youngest of his three sons after him.

Though normally a voracious reader, Richard scanned the library of books more as something to do than with any real interest. He willed the meeting to start. It seemed an eternity to him, not just days, since he had learned of this opportunity while in the company of his father and the master of one of his father’s ships. It was what he had wanted, more than anything, and he could hardly believe his good fortune in being singled out for consideration. But he could not ignore or forget his father’s stern warning as he had explained to Richard what would be expected of him, and what he might expect in return, should he be selected.

“As a midshipman,” his father had said, “you will have senior officers relying on you to carry out orders and seamen relying on you to give them orders. Your life and theirs will depend on how well you do both.”

The memory of those words, inflamed by waves of anxiety nagging at him, caused Richard’s stomach muscles to contract and the scar high on his forehead to pulse. Angry at himself for entertaining any element of doubt or fear, he picked up a pamphlet from the desk and began rereading the words that for him and for many patriots in these united colonies were tantamount to readings of Scripture.

“These are times that try men’s souls, what?”

Richard was startled by the voice, even more so by the appearance of the man coming toward him. He was shorter than Richard by a good four or five inches, and his frame was slight and wiry, not at all what Richard had expected. Being almost six feet in height, Richard was used to looking down slightly when meeting someone. He often felt awkward and ungainly when doing so, especially if the other person seemed at all self-conscious. This man did not. Nothing about him suggested any sort of human frailty Resplendent in blue coat and white breeches—not the prescribed blue and red uniform of the Continental Navy—he was a study in poise and self-confidence. In elegance too, exemplified by his long auburn hair combed back neatly in a queue and the gentleman’s white silk stock he wore around his neck. These things impressed Richard. What impressed him more was an intangible quality about the man, something he could not describe but that nonetheless served to define the essence of one born to command, at sea or wherever destiny might require him.

“Good afternoon, Captain Jones,” Richard said, bowing slightly “I am Richard Cutler. I am honored to meet you.”

“I know who you are,” replied Jones, smiling, “and I assure you, the honor is mine.” He indicated the pamphlet in Richard’s hand. “Tell me, lad: Are you a summer soldier? Or a sunshine patriot?”

“I am neither, sir,” Richard replied. He placed the copy of the American Crisis back on the desk. Jones offered him his hand, and he shook it firmly “And you may be assured, Captain, that I shall not shrink from the service of my country.”

“Bravely spoken, lad. Bravely, indeed. Tom Paine has it right, eh? Please, sit down.”

As if by prearranged signal Caleb entered the room with a silver tray bearing two steins of ale and a plate of bread and cheese and meats. He set the tray on the table between the two wingback chairs and busied himself stoking up the fire. The room had a warm, cozy feel to it when he walked out, quietly closing the twin panel doors behind him.

There was a pause as Jones and Richard contemplated the fire. Though not yet having acquired a taste for ale, Richard gratefully accepted a mug.

Jones said, as if reading his thoughts, “I trust your parents won’t scold me for requesting ale served us here. Tea is hard to come by these days, and some consider the mere drinking of it an act of treason. I’m afraid coffee does not suit me. Usually I prefer lemon or lime water.”

“Ale is fine, Captain, thank you. And as I am seventeen, there is no reason for anyone to find fault.”

“Quite.” Jones raised his stein in salutation. “So, Mr. Cutler, time to whet our whistle, eh? Here’s to America and victory”

They clinked their mugs together and drank. In the hearth a half-burnt log fell off its perch with a jolting pop, sending a burst of sparks up the chimney. When Jones spoke again, it was with purpose and with a hint of a highland burr.

“My time is limited, Mr. Cutler, so I shall come right to the point. Here’s my situation. The Marine Committee, in its infinite mercy has finally offered me command of a ship. Her name is Ranger, out of Portsmouth. I may be her captain, but I have had no say in the selection of my officers. My commissioned officers, that is. The committee, however, is permitting me to select my midshipmen, God be praised. Under the circumstances, the selection of these four individuals becomes a critical matter to me. You have been recommended by what I must say are rather inspiring sources: two ships’ masters, including Mr. Winthrop, a man I know and respect, and of course, General Lincoln, whom I also respect. I would not be surprised to hear of you from General Washington himself. I understand your father sent him two brigs last year.”

“Yes sir, he did,” Richard acknowledged.

“Refitted as privateers?”

“Yes sir. They’re based in Beverly, and they’ve had some success. Their biggest prize was three British merchantmen bound for Cape Ann with munitions for Admiral Graves. General Washington was pleased to accept those munitions in his stead. I suspect the British might still be in Boston had these ships not been captured.”

“I couldn’t agree more. Which is why I’ve invested so much time pounding the tables of Congress in Philadelphia. We need a strong navy for the very same reasons we need a strong army. We cannot rely for our defense on state militias or other local groups anymore than we can rely on privateers or state navies. If we are to prevail in this rebellion, our ships must do more than simply disrupt supplies coming from England to America.”

“We have more than a hundred privateers at sea, Captain,” Richard pointed out. “Have not the supplies they have seized helped our cause?”

“Yes, they have. And they have also done much to line the pockets of the owners of those vessels.” Jones took a deep swig of ale. “Privateering is not a calling, Richard. It’s a business, pure and simple. A damn profitable business, I might add. So much so that it’s become nigh impossible to recruit able seamen for our navy. Everyone wants a share of the riches on the civilian side. But while privateers serve one purpose—and I concede, it’s an important one—the navy serves quite another. And the navy’s mission will ultimately prove more important to victory.”

Richard gave Jones a puzzled look. “If not to disrupt trade, Captain, what would its purpose be? Surely you don’t mean to challenge the Royal Navy.”

“That’s exactly what I intend to do,” Jones replied, “though perhaps not in the way you imagine. Ranger is a sloop of war. Were she a Royal Navy vessel, she would be captained by a lieutenant and unrated. She’s no match for a heavy frigate, much less a ship of the line. Any lubber in a barn knows that. But a well-crewed sloop can reap havoc upon the enemy if her guns are trained on the right targets.”

“I see,” said Richard, though in fact he did not. “I should think General Washington would agree. He too has called for a strong navy”

“To his credit, he has. One of the few Pity he no longer commands our navy.”

Richard placed his empty stein back on the tray. “I suspect Congress considers General Washington a better soldier than sailor,” he remarked somewhat lamely.

“And Congress would be correct,” countered Jones, “were it seamanship we’re discussing.” He took a piece of bread from the pewter plate and carefully arranged a piece of cheese on it, followed by two layers of thinly sliced ham. Satisfied with his creation, he took a bite and chewed gently, in a contemplative manner.

Richard shifted in his chair to look more directly at Jones. “Captain,” he said, “thank you for stating your position. If you please, I will now state mine. I very much appreciate the kind words of those who have recommended me. I am honored by them, and I pray you find me worthy of their trust. Your reputation precedes you, and the privilege of serving with you exceeds anything I could have imagined. But Captain, if I may ask, what circumstances were you referring to a moment ago?”

Jones cocked his head in question.

“You said, ‘Under the circumstances, selection of my midshipmen becomes a very important decision for me.’ With respect, can you share with me the nature of those circumstances?”

Jones looked at Richard as if for the first time. “You are an observant sort,” he said, not unkindly. He dabbed at his mouth with a linen napkin, hesitating before answering, as if weighing pros and cons. “Mr. Cutler, what I am about to tell you is strictly confidential. Under normal circumstances it is unbecoming for an officer to discuss subordinates in such a way. In this case, however, I believe it is warranted.

“I was referring to the officers assigned to me. ‘Assigned’ is the right word, for as I indicated, I have had no say in their appointments. These gentlemen have no naval or combat experience. What experience they do have is limited to coastal trading, as master’s mates, not even as ships’ masters. You are quite a bit younger than they But from what your sponsors tell me, you have considerably more experience in ocean sailing. I shall need to call on that experience in ways I shan’t often be able to express aboard ship. Under no circumstances must I compromise the chain of command. Do you understand what I am saying?”

Richard nodded. “Yes, Captain. I understand that. The question I have, again with respect to all concerned, is why men lacking proper credentials are granted commissions in the first place. Please forgive me if I speak out of line.”

“You may ask me anything you wish,” Jones chuckled. “That is, until I am your superior officer. I must say, you are a straightforward young man, as well as an observant one.” His voice became devoid of humor. “The question you raise has a one-word answer: patronage. Favors granted by cronies in government. Rank bestowed on someone because he happens to have someone’s ear who has influence in the right chambers of Congress. In our navy, Mr. Cutler, merit or experience seem to matter not a fig. It’s called ‘interest’ in the Royal Navy and I thought I was well rid of it. Apparently I am not.”

“But you have been appointed captain.”

“So I have,” Jones laughed bitterly. “A captain ranked seventeenth on the seniority list. Seventeenth! I warrant there is not one ranked above me more qualified than I. Not one! Most don’t deserve to even be on such a list. I have but one patron in Congress, a Mr. Hewes, but clearly he is not able to help me.”

“Is Captain Saltonstall not qualified?” Richard asked, coming to the defense of a family acquaintance. During the captain’s brief tirade he had noticed his Scottish burr becoming more pronounced. “I understand you served as his first lieutenant in the Bahamas. On Alfred, during the raid on New Providence.”

Jones muttered something about Boston patricians such as Dudley Salton-stall having more sail than ballast, then dismissed both him and the general topic with a wave of his hand. “Enough of this,” he said, his poise returning. “I have overstepped my bounds, and for that I apologize. Please, tell me about yourself, Richard.”

Richard settled back in his chair. “There’s not much to tell, really You know my parents, my father at least. I have a younger brother, Caleb, and two younger sisters, Anne and Lavinia. My family has lived in Hingham since coming here from England in ’55. My Uncle William—he’s my father’s brother—still lives there, in the town of Fareham, near Portsmouth. He owns a sugar plantation on Barbados, and he and my father work together in the shipping business. What ocean sailing I have done has been on my father’s brig Eagle, bound for England and the Indies, and I have learned much from Captain Winthrop, her master. I love the sea, Captain. I always have. My dream before the rebellion was to have my own ship someday.”

“And what is your dream today?”

“To serve in the Continental Navy”

“Why now? And why the navy? Could you not serve your country just as well in one of your family’s privateers?”

“I promised my parents I would not enlist until I was seventeen,” Richard replied. “As to being a privateer, we have discussed that. Like you, I choose to fight for something other than profits.”

“What is that, pray?”

Richard fell silent. He knew where this line of questioning was leading, and he knew it would go there; still he dreaded having to explain it all again. It was forever this way. The pain, the sadness, would not let him be. During rare moments when he was able to experience joy, even exhilaration, as when on the deck of a brig running free on a broad reach, or at the tiller of a small boat under sail, the memories would return, sooner or later, to remind him of what was compared to what might have been. His father understood. His mother too, of course. But they could not help him. They had their own demons to battle. It was the same for them.

“Might it be revenge?”

The question sliced deeply into that private place. “Excuse me, Captain. What did you say?”

“There are many reasons why men choose to go to war,” offered Jones. “I asked if your reason is revenge.”

The fire in the hearth was dying. Richard got up to put two fresh birch logs on the diminished heap. He craved another round of ale, any sort of liquid, but he could not bring himself to pull the cord by the window drapes that would summon Caleb from the kitchen.

“You know about Will.” It was a statement, not a question.

“A little. I should like to know more, lad. I need to hear this, however difficult it is for you.”

Richard nodded. He knew Jones was right. If he were to serve under him, even as a lowly midshipman, a matter of this significance that was common knowledge in Hingham must be broached. When he spoke, his face was deadpan, and he had to struggle to conceal his true emotions.

“Will was my brother, Captain. But he was much more than that to me. He was my best friend. My mentor. My… patron, to use your word. Everyone liked him. Ask anyone in Hingham about Will Cutler. People not only liked him, they respected him, even the Tories. You could laugh with him too; he could joke around with the best; but when it came down to it, they listened to what he had to say He was not a great orator. Will was no Sam Adams. People listened because they knew he cared, he would give everything he had, including his life, to those he loved and the causes he embraced. And he had no greater love than for his family, no greater passion than for the revolution.

“That’s what tormented him so. Back then, in ’75, many people here considered themselves Tories. My parents did. They’re English. They supported the king though not always Parliament. Like everyone else, they had concerns about Admiral Graves and his administration in Boston. And like everyone else, they opposed the quartering of redcoats in our homes. We were spared, no doubt because of father’s connections, but most families were not so fortunate. To people like my father, such things had to be endured. We were British citizens, and rebellion against the king was unthinkable. To people like Will, they were abominations, cause enough for rebellion.

“It was not the taxes. That’s what some people believe, but Will didn’t care much about taxes. It was British arrogance and cruelty he despised. We had friends in Boston forced to eat rats and dogs while Clinton and Howe feasted and paraded about. Others who knew nothing about the Sons of Liberty were brought in for interrogation—if that’s what you want to call it. It was torture, Captain, pure and simple.

“Will joined a local Committee of Correspondence and begged father to let him fight. Breed’s Hill. Concord. Hearing about these battles drove him nearly insane. He wanted desperately to join General Washington in Dorchester. Father was aghast. He refused to allow Will to join the Continentals. I told father Will would leave anyway, but he was adamant. ‘No son of mine will raise arms against the Crown,’ he said. I wish he had listened to me. I wish he had listened to Will.”

Absorbed in the telling and drained by it, Richard glanced across at Jones. It was only then that he realized that Caleb had come back into the room with a fresh pitcher of ale. Jones was sipping reflectively from his mug, and it was several moments before he asked, “What was your position during all this?”

“My position?” Richard’s tone was one of self-loathing. “I am ashamed to tell you, Captain, I had no position. I feared only for Will. And my family. Nothing seemed worth having us tom apart.”

Jones uncrossed his legs and stretched out slightly, his hands clasped together at his midsection. “If you and Will were not able to sway your father,” he asked, “was he not persuaded by the blockade? The injustice of it?” He was referring to the act of Parliament which, in harsh retribution for the dumping of tea into Boston harbor and other perceived affronts to British authority, had closed the port of Boston to commercial traffic. “Since his ships could not sail, his business must have suffered terribly I mean no disrespect, but in my experience a need for money has a way of influencing one’s moral compass.”

“Yes, his business suffered,” Richard replied. “And our family suffered as a result. But you don’t know my father, Captain. He said it was the price of loyalty He even refused special exemptions and favors offered by the British.”

“Admirable. Your father is a man of principle, Richard, and of that you should be proud. I can assure you, there are precious few of those to be found on either side these days. More ale?” He gestured at the pitcher between them. Richard poured himself a small amount.

“Will did not join the Continentals,” he went on, after a drink. “But he did leave. He signed on with a merchantman bound for Falmouth in the Eastern Province. He needed time to think, he told me, and what better place for that than at sea. He loved the sea as much as I. His leaving pained my mother, but father was relieved. He assumed Will would be safe on a merchant vessel.”

In the pause that ensued, the cruel irony of that assumption was lost on neither of them.

“The brig sailed to Falmouth. Or what was left of it. The British had sacked the town and burned it to the ground. Why, no one knows. We had no regular army there and the rebellion had hardly begun. Pure spite, it had to be, for detaining a British officer earlier in the year. It cost hundreds of innocent people their lives.

“On the cruise back to Hingham, a British frigate intercepted the brig off Marblehead and forced it to heave to. Royal Marines came on board and selected ten Americans at random for the honor of serving in His Majesty’s navy. Tom Pickett, a close friend of Will’s from Scituate, was the first to be picked. Will was second.

“The brig’s captain was outraged, but there was nothing he could do. Will and Tom and the others were rowed over to the frigate. You can imagine the reception they got there.”

Jones could well imagine.

“How long was Will on that ship?”

“Not long. Less than a fortnight. Anyone who knew Will knew he could not survive long in those conditions.” Richard pulled back his shoulder-length hair from his forehead and began massaging a two-inch scar high on the right side. It was the first time Jones had noticed it. “We don’t know all the details. We do know that Tom Pickett was accused of doing or taking something. No doubt he was framed. Tom’s a good fellow, not the sort to arouse suspicion or pick a fight. No matter. As punishment for whatever it was he was supposed to have done, he was awarded three dozen lashes. The entire crew had to watch, the Americans up front by the capstan. Near the end, when Tom was screaming in agony Will went berserk. He lunged at a ship’s officer and struck him with such force he broke the man’s jaw. He took several more down with him before he was finally seized and beaten unconscious.”

Jones grimaced, aware of the inevitable outcome of such an assault in the Royal Navy. Article 21 of the 1757 Articles of War was quite specific on the punishment for striking a warrant officer, midshipman, or commissioned officer.

“Will was awarded a hundred lashes,” Richard said, in a voice so gravelly Jones had to strain to hear. “What was left of him was strung up on a larboard yardarm. I pray he was dead before they hanged him.”

For some time the only sounds to be heard were the crackling of the fire and the rhythmic ticking of a Gütlin clock on the mantle. From outside the house, on Broad Cove Lane, the silence was broken by the shouts of men on the docks encouraging one another as they warped in a newly arrived coaster. Shadows accentuated by sunlight lengthened in the room. As Richard emerged from the depths, he noted to his surprise that the afternoon had drawn into evening.

“Let me tell you about her,” said Jones suddenly.

“Captain?”

“Ranger. Our ship. Let me tell you about her.”

Richard heard the words “our ship,” and for the first time that day his mood eased. “I should like that,” he said.

Although Jones was fifteen years older than Richard and a ship’s captain, he spoke now in the animated tones of any sailor of any age or rank when describing his intended. “I’m too low on the seniority list to merit one of the new frigates. That’s why I was assigned a sloop. She’s ship-rigged, three hundred tons burthen, a hundred sixteen feet on the waterline. Twenty ports on the weather deck for six-pounders. We have swivel guns on the quarterdeck, and we’ll add more on the tops. She’s narrow on the beam and stern, with a steeper deadrise and smaller tumblehome than most vessels her size.”

“Built for speed,” Richard observed.

“Aye, lad, she is. Not unlike a French corvette. And we shall need her speed, for I intend to take her into harm’s way.”

Jones laced those last few words with such boyish enthusiasm that Richard could not resist smiling.

“Is she fitted out for sea?”

“Nearly I sail for Rising Island tonight. I shall be dealing personally with Mr. Langdon in the matter of her ordnance and provisioning. Mr. Langdon, you should know, is the in-law of my first lieutenant, Mr. Simpson. These discussions could prove interesting, what? In any event, we shall have sea trials by August first, no later.” He began gathering himself together for departure. “You will report for duty, Mr. Cutler?”

Richard gave Jones a hint of a grin. “Aye, Captain, I will.”

“Excellent. My mission here has been a success. Do you have final questions for me?”

“Sir, if I may, what are our sailing orders?”

“I can’t tell you that,” Jones replied flatly “Our orders are sealed until closer to our sailing date. But from what I know of these orders, Mr. Cutler, if it is revenge you are seeking, it is revenge you shall have.”

Richard did not flinch from the hard stare Jones gave him.

“Your uniform, Captain,” he said. “Forgive me, but you look more like a Royal Navy officer than one in the Continental Navy”

Jones smiled broadly “As I remarked earlier, Mr. Cutler, you are an observant young man. The resemblance to a Royal Navy uniform is intentional. Several captains and I agreed upon this design recently in Boston. It will serve us well in what we are about. If the Marine Committee has a problem with this, I say let them jolly well stuff it…. Other questions? I’m afraid I must sail with the evening tide.”

There were indeed other questions Richard would like to have asked. Suspicions lingered in both American and European social circles about the character and background of Captain Jones. Slave ships, women betrayed, courts of inquiry, murder: these had by now become the grist of rumor mills and the daily bread of scandalmongers everywhere. But he would not, could not, ask these questions now. General Lincoln and Captain Winthrop thought highly of Jones, as did his father. That was enough.

“No, Captain. I have nothing to add except to thank you for the honor you have bestowed upon me. I shall not disappoint you.”

With a single nod of his head, Jones conveyed his grasp of just how deep was Richard’s gratitude. He arose and held out his hand, closing the deal as he had opened it, with a firm handshake.

“Godspeed to you then, Midshipman Richard Cutler.”

☆ ☆ ☆

FROM OTIS Hill to where Richard lived near the center of the village was about a mile. But he was in no hurry to get home. He walked slowly along the edge of the harbor, pausing now and again to gaze out at ships at anchor or quay-side. He wanted time to reflect on the events of the day and sort out the welter of emotions churning in his mind. Now that his dream had become reality, he had to consider more pragmatically the ramifications. Soon he would have to leave his family and this town he loved. Despite the intense satisfaction he felt, the thought of leaving was not easy to absorb. He was profoundly aware of what this would mean to his mother, a good woman forced too early in this conflict to accept the unacceptable, to bear the unbearable. What would happen to her should he not return? And his father, still in anguish over Will’s murder, as he continued to refer to it, would Richard be able to avenge him as well? As he watched an anchor light in the harbor being hoisted on a main-mast halyard, Richard wished he could sit down with Will, as he had in former days, and laugh a little while Will so easily calmed his troubled waters while explaining everything to him.

In the far distance a ship’s bell—Rebecca’s no doubt, since Captain Jones would insist on following naval procedures even on so small a vessel—rang twice in the first watch. Nine o’clock. Richard picked up the pace. Turning right onto North Street, he walked briskly past the rowdy ruckus spilling out from Seth Cushing’s tavern and, a little farther on, the more sober dwelling of Ebenezer Gay, minister of the First Parish, the Cutler family church. Then onto South Street, where neatly arranged clapboard shops and homes stood beneath spermaceti street lamps purposely unlit tonight in the ample glow of a full moon. At the intersection with Main Street, he turned left uphill toward the old meetinghouse built a century earlier, the shape of its steeply pitched roof giving the impression of an upside-down ship’s hull. Beyond were parade grounds for the local militia, and farther still, west of Hersey Street, vast areas of farmland where, until a few years ago, African slaves had tilled the fields of flax and com for General Lincoln and other Hingham gentlemen farmers.

Richard’s home was two-storied and spacious, its thick clapboard construction holding the cool of night well into the heat of day. Hardly had he opened the front door when he heard Lavinia’s cry of delight. Around the corner she came, in bounding leaps from the sitting room, catapulting herself into his arms. She was the youngest of the Cutler children and, from her perspective, Richard’s favorite. In rapid order came Anne and Caleb, then their mother from the kitchen. Richard put Lavinia down and gave her backside a playful slap.

“I need to talk to mother,” he said to his three siblings. “We won’t be long. Caleb, a game of checkers before bed?”

Caleb looked beseechingly at his mother, who shook her head no.

“It’s getting late, children,” she said. “Your father is coming home tomorrow, and I don’t want any of you out of sorts. Off you go. I’ll be up shortly”

Anne and Lavinia obeyed grudgingly Caleb lingered a moment, hoping for a last-minute reprieve. Richard grinned at him and pointed upstairs, to the room they shared next door to their two sisters. Caleb groaned in protest and began trudging up the stairway. When he reached the top, he looked down and sadly waved goodnight. In response, Richard snapped to attention and gave him a mock salute.

In the hush that ensued, mother and son looked intently at one another.

“It went well?”

“Yes, Mother, it did.”

Nothing on his mother’s face changed. Nor was there any other visible sign to indicate what she was thinking. Only her hesitation in asking the next question provided a clue.

“When must you leave?”

“In a month. I am to report aboard Ranger for sea trials off Portsmouth.”

“Where will you sail from Portsmouth?”

“I don’t know. Captain Jones couldn’t tell me.”

“I see…. Well, perhaps we can discuss more of the details tomorrow with your father. I know he will be proud of you, Richard. As I am. You know that, don’t you?”

“Yes, Mother, I do.”

Richard blinked, feeling the wash of tender emotion swell within. He loved his mother dearly, and he knew she would not try to dissuade him. What needed to be said had been said many times over the course of many months. How these discussions would ultimately conclude, however, was never in serious doubt. Duty and loyalty were two words that had long held sway in the mists of Cutler ancestry. What had changed as the result of recent events was the cause to which the Cutler family now believed duty and loyalty were owed.

“Would you like some supper? I saved some for you.”

“Thank you, no. Caleb took good care of me.”

“Of that I am certain.”

They both smiled in their mutual affection for the old sergeant. Richard was about to comment further on him when his mother motioned down the hallway, toward the room where the children had been waiting impatiently for their brother.

“There’s a package in there for you. It’s from your father. He told me he wanted you to have it tonight, after your meeting with Captain Jones.”

“Do you know what’s in it?”

“I do. Apparently he never doubted the outcome of your meeting.”

Despite his curiosity to see what his father had left him, Richard remained where he was, waiting for his mother to leave first. It took several moments, and when she did move, it was to come to him. She took him in her arms and held him not as a child, but as her son, her lifeblood, drawing from him whatever strength and comfort she could.

“Go with God, Richard,” she whispered into his ear, pressing him close. “Go with God and with the love of your mother.”

Then she was gone.

Richard could still feel the sting of hot tears in his eyes as he sat on a sofa, clutching the package from his father in his lap. It was bulky and wrapped in light sailcloth, and he had to hold it up to the light of twin candles on the table behind to read the inscription. The message was printed in his father’s bold hand and read simply: To my son, on this day With affection, Father.

Richard opened the package and removed its contents. He unfolded the material and laid it out before him. Instinctively he knew what it was. He had seen ones like it before on Royal Navy personnel in Boston. He held it up to his chest. Perfect fit, he thought to himself, before carefully placing the jacket back on his lap. He stared at it, wondering for an instant what lay ahead for him, glory or dishonor, while serving in this uniform. But such thoughts were for tomorrow and the days, months, years to come. Tonight his thoughts would drift back in time to the events that had brought him to the home of Gen. Benjamin Lincoln and the interview with Capt. John Paul Jones. Running his fingers lightly over the cerulean wool and gold buttons of a midshipman’s dress coat, he closed his eyes to the flickering light and cast back, remembering…
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THE GREAT TRIANGULAR ROUTE

1774

IT HAD BEEN A memorable day. His father had arrived home from his shipping office at Barker Yard near Hingham harbor and had casually asked his wife if the post had arrived and—with a knowing wink—would she kindly summon the boys?

It was not necessary for Elizabeth Cutler to summon Will and Richard. They had seen their father making his way home up Main Street and had come running, with Caleb in distant tow It was highly unusual for Thomas Cutler to leave his office so early; something was in the wind.

“Hello, Father,” they said, one after the other as they came trooping into the sitting room. “Hello, Father,” Caleb piped in moments later in a voice several octaves higher.

Their father regarded his older sons sternly. “Well, boys,” he said, holding up a piece of paper and shaking it. “I see you two were outside playing your little games while your mother and I pay a king’s ransom to your tutors—one of whom, by the bye, has informed me that your studies are slipping badly Your Latin would embarrass a chambermaid, he said, and you seem not able to recall a word of French. As to your arithmetic calculations, Will, I trust you won’t be navigating a ship of mine anytime soon. You’d soon have her wrecked and washed up on some African beach.”

Will grinned broadly.

“In that case, Father,” he said, “consider my opportunities to speak Latin with the natives.” He placed a hand on each hip, lowered his chin, and spoke in a deep macho voice. “Ave, puella pulchra Africanus. Quid tu es tarn tristis? Homo albus tibi salûtem dicit.”

He poked Richard in the ribs with an elbow. Despite himself, Richard burst out laughing. Caleb giggled at Richard’s reaction. Lavinia wandered in, sucking her thumb, wondering what all the commotion was about.

“Boys!” their father admonished. “I am quite serious. This is not a laughing matter.”

Will and Richard snapped to. They were puzzled by this turn of events, Richard especially. The previous week he had overheard a conversation between his mother and one of their tutors. That hoary man’s comments regarding Richard’s academic progress flew in the face of his father’s assessment. Although Will had not received such high praise, the tutor hardly considered him a dullard. He strained, without success, to glimpse what was on the paper his father had held up.

Thomas Cutler dismissed Caleb and Lavinia from the room. With an audible sigh he sat down and picked up the newspaper that had been delivered by a post rider as part of the morning mail. For agonizingly long moments he appeared engrossed in the latest reports from Boston. “Well,” he said finally peering over the top edge of the paper, “if that’s the way it’s going to be, I am afraid your mother and I are left with no choice. We shall have to engage a tutor to accompany you on your voyage. We had hoped this would not be necessary”

The two boys shot each other a questioning glance. Richard asked, “Um, Father, what voyage? Where are we going?”

“I’m not going anywhere,” his father replied nonchalantly. He turned a page and shook the paper to smooth the creases. “You two are going to England.”

“England?” they cried at once.

“Yes, England. It’s an island off the north coast of Europe. You have heard of it, I trust?”

“Yes, Father,” Richard managed.

“Well, that’s a relief. Your tutors have taught you something at least.” He folded the newspaper and laid it aside. “You will be sailing with Captain Winthrop aboard our brig Eagle, carrying ship’s stores and rum for delivery to your Uncle William. You will be staying with him and his family for a few weeks while he and our agent transact our business. Mind you, this will not be a pleasure cruise. You will be part of the crew, and you will be expected to earn your keep. Captain Winthrop understands how strongly I feel about this. And you must promise me that you will keep up with your lessons.”

Will whooped with joy and began punching the air with his fists. Richard too was smiling when he asked, “What’s our cargo coming back?”

His father gave him a deadpan look. “Molasses.”

“Molasses?” Richard was confused. This was not standard procedure on trans-Atlantic trade routes. “From England?”

“No. From Barbados.”

Will and Richard stared slack-jawed at each other. Until now, the farthest either of them had sailed was to the Piscataqua River to the north and Mystic, Connecticut, to the south. On these coastal voyages they had served as idlers, passengers really, helping out only with the most mundane of shipboard tasks. On occasion they had hauled on the braces and bowlines, and in calm seas, Will had been allowed aloft to the topsail yards to experience the real work of handling a square-rigger. On this passage they would sign on as bona fide members of a crew bound for England. That alone seemed miracle enough until their father had tossed the Indies into the mix. Barbados!

“Holy jumpin’ Jesus Christ!” Will rejoiced.

Thomas Cutler let that blasphemy pass. “You’ll be gone seven months, eight perhaps, depending on conditions. You’ll be home for Christmas, I should think.”

☆ ☆ ☆

RIDING A strong ebb tide out between the Hull Peninsula and Peddocks Island, Eagle had all plain sail set as she broke free of Hingham Bay and dove into the broad swells of the Atlantic. She was initially on a course east by north that would keep the wind fair on her starboard quarter and her sails at maximum drawing power. It was the brig’s fastest point of sail, and Captain Winthrop was determined to reach Portsmouth in less time than the four weeks normally required for an eastbound passage. If the prevailing westerlies held, Eagle could run in broad sweeps across the ocean, her flying jib arched like a bow and her long jibboom pointing like an arrow toward Great Britain.

The ship’s complement of forty crewmen was divided into two watches. Will and Richard were assigned to the starboard watch as foremast topmen. In a private conversation held at anchor in Hingham harbor in the captain’s after cabin, Captain Winthrop had explained their duties to them.

“You are responsible for the t’gallant sail and yard on the foremast, as well as the mainmast stays’ls. You’ve never done this work before in open water, but you’ve seen it done and understand what’s involved. Will, you are the older and more experienced. Your father is counting on you to keep an eye on Richard, as be assured my mates and I will be doing. You may ask anything of me at any time. My mates and I will teach you as much as we can while at sea. Eagle is your family’s vessel, so you needn’t worry much about protocol. If you are asked to do something you feel you cannot do, tell me, here in my cabin, not in front of the crew. Don’t be foolish. Avoid unnecessary risks. Above all, when aloft, never forget these two rules.” He held up one finger. “Don’t ever let go of one rope until you have another firmly in your grasp.” He held up a second finger. “Always keep one hand for the ship and one for yourself.”

Richard was not inclined to forget either rule as he stepped out for the first time from the larboard chain-wale onto the tar-encrusted standing rigging. He had been aloft before, to the semicircular platform at the maintop, and farther up still to the crosstrees at the juncture of the topmast and top-gallant mast. Those times, the vessel he was aboard had been lying at anchor or secured at dockside. Here, with a ship heeling to larboard and pitching and rolling in great ocean swells, the task seemed a great deal more formidable. Halfway up from the deck to the foretop he froze.

“Don’t look down, Richard,” said Tom Pickett, an experienced seaman climbing alongside. “That’s right. Always look up to where you’re going, not down to where you’ve been. And keep your hands on the shrouds. Ratlines are for your feet.”

Richard flushed. He knew these things. The cook in the galley knew these things. Furious with himself, he heaved himself to the next ratline. Glancing straight up at the foretop, he saw Will already at the futtock shrouds.

“Hey, Richard! Watch this!”

Richard ignored his own fears as he watched, with mounting anxiety, Will climbing out like a spider onto the rope mesh leading from the foreshrouds in ever steeper angles up and around the sturdy oaken platform that defined the foretop. Able seamen of every nation used this route to the top, viewing with contempt the alternative route, a lubber’s hole cut through the base of the platform directly above the final length of shrouds. When Will reached the area where the angle was most acute, he hooked his legs in and around the crisscrossed hemp strands. Locking himself firmly into place, he let go his upper body. With his torso swinging upside down, he began bellowing gleefully and pounding his chest with both fists.

“Will! For Chrissake!” Richard cried up to him.

Tom Pickett shook his head in disbelief. “The captain’ll be wanting a word with him,” he chuckled.

Captain Winthrop did want a word, and as a result, Will was confined to the deck and the stricter scrutiny of his tutor. True to his word, Thomas Cutler had retained the services of a scholar to tutor his sons aboard his ship in return for free passage to England, to visit family there. He was Harvard-educated and took delight in the rigors of academe, a perspective shared by neither Will nor Richard. Conjugating Latin verbs in the pluperfect tense was not what they had envisioned when they had first swaggered aboard Eagle to sign their names in the muster book.

There was other learning more to their liking. Eagle was, at her core, a wooden structure propelled along the ocean by two pyramids of canvas. Each section of each pyramid was supported by a carefully balanced framework of masts and yards, and each section was controlled by a complex web of standing rigging that sustained the masts and running rigging that worked the sails.

“When we reach Portsmouth,” Captain Winthrop had told them in Hingham, “you’ll have grasped the essentials of what it takes to sail a square-rigger. Learning the rest of what’s involved will take you a lifetime.”

By the time Eagle had reached midocean, Richard and Will were testing each other with growing confidence on which sheet belonged to which clew, which brace was attached to which yardarm, what brail gathered in which sail, and what tackle each was rove through to be sent below and coiled around which belaying pin on which pin rail by the bulwarks or fiferail by the masts.

“Well done, lads,” first mate Ezrah Harley declared one day after the boys had demonstrated to him what they had learned. When he added, with conviction, “Well done indeed,” Richard had never experienced such pride.

To Captain Winthrop, Richard had a natural gift for working the quadrant, a triangular-shaped instrument used to measure the height and angle of heavenly objects. Whether sighting the sun at noon or the Polar Star at night, he quickly grasped the technique of bringing the celestial body down to the horizon, then consulting a list of numbers in published tables to convert the measured angle to an exact line of latitude. Calculating sights into fixes came less easily to Will. He could determine his degree of latitude at night if northern skies were clear and moon glow revealed the horizon, since latitude in the Northern Hemisphere equaled the height of the Pole Star above the horizon. During the day it was more challenging. On one occasion, Richard found Will slumped against the mainmast, cursing his inability to comprehend the mathematical relationship of secants and cosines to a global position. Richard squatted down beside him and put a sympathetic hand on his shoulder.

“Don’t fret, mate,” he said. “Africa’s a big continent. You’ll find it.”

Will laughed at that, and as always, when Richard succeeded in pulling his brother up from the depths, he felt he had returned a favor.

With Ushant and the western approaches to the Channel two days away by dead reckoning, the weather turned foul. A gentle wind had backed suddenly, and the second mate reported to Captain Winthrop in his cabin that thickening clouds were gathering ominously ahead. Eagle was sailing on a close-haul with her yards braced up; cold spray splattered over her foredeck as her bows cut into pewter gray seas becoming roiled by a strengthening wind. Ahead and to the north, white cumulus clouds had deteriorated into menacing billows of charcoal black, an omen to all hands that the worst lay ahead.

Hurrying on deck, Captain Winthrop took the speaking trumpet from its becket. “Stations to shorten sail, Mr. Harley!” he shouted to his first mate, standing in dripping oilskins amidships. “Hands by the t’gallant halyards! Up fore course; in spanker and topgallants! Goose-wing the main course! Set the storm jib! Ease off lee topgallant and topsail sheets!” Lowering the trumpet, he ordered the helmsman to luff her up a half point. As Eagle’s bow edged into the stiffening breeze, her sails shivered at the leeches, then banged and thundered in protest as the sharp heel came off her.

Eagle’s crew leaped to their stations. Waisters on deck grappled with sheets, halyards, lifts, and braces, while topmen scrambled aloft—Richard and Will among them. By now Richard was familiar, if not yet entirely comfortable, with the toil and grit demanded on each yard of each sail, in particular the top-gallant to which he had been assigned. Climbing with resolve, he heaved himself up to the crosstrees, looking down only when he felt firmly wedged into position by supporting ropes. Directly below, laid out on both sides of the topmast yard, he could see other topmen with both arms over the yardarm, struggling to attach the second reef points of the topsail to their yard. Below them, bent over the longest yard like twelve yellow half-opened jackknives, the strongest and most experienced of Eagle’s crew waged war with the fore course. With legs splayed out precariously on quivering footropes, they battled fistful after fistful of flailing canvas up to the yard with the help of buntlines, leech lines, clew garnets, and the sheer force of human will.

Despite its daunting height above deck and the harsh rolling motion at that height in choppy seas, the topgallant was the easiest sail to furl. Its yard was shorter and narrower than the others, and because the sail was intended for use in lighter winds, its flaxen material was more manageable than the heavier canvas on the topsails or courses. Moments before an onslaught of thick, merciless rain began pelting Eagle, the topgallant yard was settled on its cap, and the six-man crew had the sail secured with gaskets. What only minutes before had been a gentle, relaxing breeze was now a stiff wind moaning in mournful wails of warning through the rigging.

“Lay in and down!” cried a mate positioned at the topsail bunt. “Everyone on deck!”

No one required extra prompting. With her plain sails furled, or reefed, and the calming effect of the lower staysails taking hold, Eagle steadied herself, yielding to the forces of nature. But she pitched and heaved as she rode up each wave and plunged into the depth below, her reefed topsails barely high enough in the trough to catch the wind and maintain her present course.

One by one the topgallant crew lowered themselves from the yard onto the windward shrouds, exploiting the heel of the ship to facilitate the climb down. When it came Richard’s turn, a rogue wave threw Eagle to leeward, causing the mast to lurch sharply and Richard’s foot to slip off a ratline. He grabbed for the mast but was unable to hold onto the slick pine. He grasped at the yard and furled sail just as Eagle yawed on a severe downroll, forcing her beam ends over and his hands to lose their grip. With a desperate lunge, he seized hold of the Flemish horse at the yard’s extremity For several terrifying moments, teetering with one arm through the rope stirrup, he glanced down at the wind-whipped churning water rapidly drawing away from him as Eagle fought to right herself. Closing his eyes to the horror, he swooned toward the inevitable fall just as someone’s arm came under his armpit and around his chest.

“Hang on, Dubber,” Will shouted over the shriek of wind. “I’ve got you.”

He was leaning out from the yard, one arm around Richard, the other around the single-rope topgallant mast shroud leading to the truck. With a mighty heave, he tried to haul Richard upward. With his strength failing him, he tried, unsuccessfully, to lug him sideways toward the mast. Straining under the effort, he cried out for help.

“Behind you, Will!” he heard Tom Pickett call out.

Tom had worked his way along the yard and was reaching down to grab Richard under his other armpit. With their combined muscle, he and Will managed to drag Richard back to the relative safety of the mast and shrouds. Richard clung to those shrouds, as if to life itself, while Will kept his arm tight around his brother’s waist. At length, both the wind and Richard’s hard trembling eased.

“All right?”

Richard nodded, exhaling, unable to speak. With panic ebbing slowly from its high-water mark, he stared blankly at Tom Pickett, then at his brother. Will grinned back at him.

“Fun, ain’t it?”

As Captain Winthrop had predicted, the squall quickly blew itself out. Thirty minutes after arriving back on deck, the crew was back at it, setting a full press of canvas that propelled Eagle forward, eventually into the English Channel along the south coast of Cornwall. When St. Catherine’s Point on the southern tip of the Isle of Wight was slightly abaft her beam, she turned north direct for Southampton Water and the Solent, an arm of the sea that together with Portsmouth harbor and the adjacent coves and inlets formed the littoral heart of England.

His watch off duty, Richard walked forward to the larboard foremast shrouds to survey the scenery ashore. Will joined him, as did most of the ship’s crew. It was the first land they had seen in nearly four weeks, and for the older sailors aboard, it was homeland.

“Look, Will,” said Richard, pointing abeam. “Those ruins over there on that cliff. Ancient fortresses, I suspect. Wasn’t it the Tudor kings, the Henrys, who ordered them built to protect the naval base here?”

Will did not respond. Richard continued to watch with fascination as history passed by him on either side of the brig. “There’s another one, Will, to starboard. Take a look,” he implored. Again Will did not respond. Richard turned to look at him; when he saw Will staring transfixed ahead, he looked forward to see what his brother had found so engrossing. Confused by what he saw, he decided to go to the prow for a better view. To his surprise he realized there was no room to move forward. What seemed the entire ship’s company was standing on or near the forecastle in silent contemplation of what Eagle was approaching. Thoroughly bewildered, Richard grasped a backstay and stepped out onto a larboard chain-wale. Leaning out, he searched ahead to where the Solent met Southampton Water between Portsmouth harbor and the Isle of Wight. There, stretched before him as far and wide as sight would permit, was a display of naval power beyond imagining, each ship looming ever more imperiously into view as Eagle glided serenely through the protected water.

“Spithead,” remarked a seaman, as if explanation at this point was necessary.

It was a virtual forest of masts and spars, a basin covering a vast area filled with ships of every description and size, some bigger than Richard had ever envisioned. Bustling about among these leviathans was subservient water traffic: longboats and bumboats and lighters powered by sail or oars shuttling back and forth between the great ships and Portsmouth Town, bearing the officers, crew, cargo, provisions, water barrels, ordnance, and dispatches to sustain an empire. Up until now, Richard had considered a brig such as Eagle a large vessel. He had seen larger ones of course. A Royal Navy frigate had once sailed into Hingham Bay, and a year ago in Boston his father had pointed out three ships of the line anchored in the harbor. But those vessels he had viewed from a distance, and from that distance they appeared more like the toy models he and Will used to build as children. Certainly they had seemed far less formidable than the ship they were now closing on, so close that Eagle seemed in comparison a mere water bug cruising by. Ezrah Harley identified her as the flagship of a vice admiral of the Blue, pointing up at the long blue pennant fluttering self-importantly from the foremast truck. Three tiers of gun ports were closed shut on her starboard side, and a Jacob’s ladder hanging down from the waist to the waterline seemed to lead up to the Almighty himself, in command on the quarterdeck.

“How many warships do you think, Will?”

“I dunno. A hundred, maybe?”

“More than that, mate,” a seaman corrected him. “And them’s just the ones happen t’ be in port. The Royal Navy’s been called the wooden wall of England. Now ye knows why.”

It was with a keen sense of humility that Eagle’s crew took her on a final tack through the narrow and crooked entrance of Portsmouth harbor and dropped anchor near the commercial wharves at Gosport, at the opposite end of the harbor from the Round Tower and the long stone buildings of Portsmouth Dockyard, a Royal Navy facility that by 1774 had become the largest industrial enterprise the world had ever known.

☆ ☆ ☆

THE HOME of William Cutler was in an inland town called Fareham, about an hour’s ride north. Although close to Portsmouth, it was a world apart from the noise, stench, and confusion of that old walled city. Here, amid the rolling fields and forest glens of Hampshire, was a land ruled by serenity and gentility. The estates they passed were all worthy of note, the least imposing among them, to Richard’s mind, a considerable step up from the mansion John Hancock had recently built on Beacon Hill, trumpeted as perhaps the finest in Boston. Manors here were constructed mostly in Georgian style: red brick with white colonnades in front, whiter trim around the windows, and statues of Greek or Roman origin placed strategically for the best view from within the house and for those passing by on the road. Each estate bespoke wealth—whether inherited or earned wealth a subject of endless speculation over pots of tea and decanters of sherry—but wealth nonetheless.

“Look, Will and Richard, see that house? My best friend Katherine lives there. She’s coming for supper tomorrow with her family. You’ll enjoy them ever so.”

Richard smiled at Elizabeth Cutler. He had met her for the first time earlier in the day when she had accompanied her father to his shipping office to welcome her cousins to England. Richard was immediately drawn to her. She was about his age and looked a lot like him: not as tall, but the same Saxon hair and blue eyes, the same strong cleft chin and thin nose. Her unaffected enthusiasm was infectious; whenever she laughed, which was often, her carefully coifed blond curls jiggled around her head.

“I shall look forward to that, Lizzy,” Richard replied affectionately.

“The Hardcastles are Royal Navy,” William Cutler remarked. He was sitting straight up on the cushioned bench inside the post chaise, his arms crossed and his right leg stretched out to brace himself against a sudden jolt from the deeply rutted road. “Katherine’s father is a post captain, retired. He has three sons in the service. Jeremy is based in Gibraltar, Hugh in the Indies. James will be shipping out later this summer or fall. You’ll meet him  tomorrow He’s a year younger than you, Richard, a midshipman at the age of thirteen. Capital young fellow”

Another half mile and the carriage veered down a long pebbled drive with a view of a pond to the left and, to the right, a dazzle of flowers and hedgerows of shrubs lining the entire length of road. Beyond lay a perfectly manicured lawn, a swash of emerald green extending from the hedgerows to a sharp demarcation of forest a cable length in the distance. Turning in a wide arc, the carriage shivered to a halt in front of a six-columned portico at the entryway to the Georgian manor. A footman appeared beside the door of the carriage. He opened it and placed a footstool beneath the three-rung debarkation ladder. As he was sitting closest to the door, Richard stepped out first and stretched his legs, feeling in them the motion of the sea.

“Well, what do you think?” Lizzy asked her cousins, moments later when they were standing on the portico. They could hear shouts from inside the house. Other family members were coming out to greet them.

Richard did not know what to think, but it took Will a mere glance or two around to make up his mind. “We’re getting into the sugar business, Richard,” he said with such conviction he made Lizzy giggle.

Their first day ashore was consumed with family matters. William Cutler had not seen his brother Thomas in five years. Until this day he had never met any of his children. There was a lot of ground to cover: so persistently did he press for information that for much of the day it took considerable effort for his wife, Emma, or son Robin to get a word in edgewise. Robin too was keen to learn about his cousins and life in America. Emma absorbed what she could while directing staff hither and yon to provide for her nephews’ comforts and ravenous appetites. The cascade of questions and answers, opinions and comments, continued well into the summer night, until the glow of family communion was inevitably dimmed by fatigue. With a final round of hugs from Aunt Emma and Lizzy—a firm handshake from their Uncle William and Robin—Will and Richard trudged up the grand stairway to their room on the second floor, where they collapsed into the bliss of goose-down bedding. Tonight, there would be no hammocks swaying in the forecastle, no mate to rouse them out for the graveyard watch.

The next morning, they picked up where they left off, for much of the day outdoors. It was a beautiful July day in Hampshire, a tinge of cool air combining with the warmth of the sun to bring everything into distinct and pleasant focus. Refreshed by a twelve-hour sleep, Will and Richard spent the day exploring the Cutler estate, at one time in a romp with Lizzy and Robin, at another in a slower, more contemplative walk with their uncle across the lawn and along a well-trampled path deep within a forest of silver birch, beech, and pine.

“We’ll be going often to Portsmouth these next few weeks,” William informed them. “Your father wants you to learn as much as possible about the family business from this end, and my offices are a good place to start. He hopes, as I do, that someday you and Caleb and Robin and John will take over the business from us and manage it much as we have done. Your cousin John, if you recall what I told you last night, is in Barbados. You shall be visiting with him there. He’s learning from the overseer on our sugar plantation.”

This was news to Richard.

“You bought a plantation, Uncle? Why? I thought you—ah, I mean, we—were in the shipping business.”

“We are. And I didn’t buy the plantation. I inherited it, in a manner of speaking. English shippers often lend money to planters who are their clients. This one planter defaulted on his loan, so I assumed his mortgage as payment. I had intended to sell the property but decided instead to hold it for a time to see what developed. I’m glad I did.”

“Do you grow just sugar on the plantation? Is it really that profitable?”

William Cutler chuckled.

“There is a reason, Richard, why sugar is called ‘white gold.’ Demand for it just about everywhere is as insatiable as your appetite yesterday, and it grows by leaps and bounds every year. And it’s not just the sugar. The real value of cane lies in molasses, which as you may know is a by-product of sugar. From molasses comes rum, and if you want to start feeling a bit giddy, consider how many barrels of rum it takes each year to quench the thirst of the Royal Navy. Quenching that thirst alone could maintain us for some time in quite comfortable circumstances, I can assure you. As I trust you will learn during your visit with us, the economics of sugar production are quite agreeable.”

Richard whistled softly. “Father never put it that way.”

“He wouldn’t. He keeps that sort of thing close to his vest. Which is a good lesson for us all. It is never wise to flaunt a good thing. Since you two are coming of age, we feel it is time to allow you a peek under the covers, so to speak.”

“Let me see if I understand,” said Will. “You produce sugar in Barbados. Some of that sugar is made into molasses. Sugar and molasses are shipped to America and sold as is or made into rum which is then shipped to England or another of her colonies. However sugar is sold, in whatever form in whatever market, the seller makes a tidy profit, everyone involved along the way coming out well in the end.”

“That’s the gist, certainly It would be the same for any product enjoying such high demand. Some sugar is shipped directly to England of course, and there are planters who distill rum right on the island. Mount Gay is an example. They’ve been making rum on Barbados for a hundred years. But for reasons I cannot fully explain, rum ages best in barrels made of American white pine. Which explains your cargo and why you’ll be carrying molasses with you to Boston. Still, I understand why a few families have decided to build their own distilleries. Taxes are one of our biggest expenses, and following the Mount Gay example would reduce them considerably. Planters pay a pretty purse to the Crown each year. Four million pounds last year alone, more than three times what the East India Company paid in. The investment necessary to build a distillery, however, is quite prohibitive. And there’s always the risk of it being demolished by a hurricane. So I seriously doubt this is something we would ever consider doing.”

“Taxes I understand, Uncle,” said Will, a sullen tone entering his voice. “What we pay in taxes enables the British army to remain in America.”

“Quite so. And elsewhere throughout the empire.”

William Cutler had noted the shift in Will’s tone of voice. “The afternoon is slipping by, boys,” he said. “What say we wear ship and head home for a spot of tea?”

Inside the manor all was astir as servants and cooks scurried about preparing for the visit of the Hardcastle family. By late afternoon, when Will and Richard went upstairs to change for the evening, aromas of roast lamb and other delectables were wafting up from the kitchen. Will’s stomach was growling in fierce anticipation as he and Richard came downstairs to join the rest of the family.

A butler announced the arrival of a carriage. He clicked open the large front door from the inside and bowed deferentially as the guests came up the steps of the portico and into the front hall. The adults greeted each other genially but formally, as people of consequence who are acquainted with each other are wont to do. The men were attired in gaily colored breeches with silk stockings to the knee, lavishly embroidered waistcoats opening in a V beneath the stomach, white linen cravats edged in lace, and the high-heeled buckled shoes that had become the rage in both Paris and London. Over his ensemble, Henry Hardcastle wore the full-skirted coat of an earlier age, while William Cutler preferred the newer style frock coat. The women too were fashionably done up, the understated elegance of their gowns and accoutrements a testament to class and good breeding. Will and Richard greeted the post captain and his wife with as much social grace as they could muster, feeling clumsily self-conscious in the latest European fashions borrowed for the occasion from their uncle and cousin.

“Will, Richard,” said Lizzy eagerly, “meet Katherine and James. Katherine and James, may I introduce you to my dear cousins from America.”

Will shook Jamie’s hand and gallantly showed a leg in response to Katherine’s deep curtsy, inclining his upper body slightly forward with his right hand over his heart. After an awkward pause, he cleared his throat, adding, “And this is my brother Richard.”

“Hello, Richard,” said Katherine. She swept him a graceful curtsy as well. “Welcome to England. I hope you enjoy your stay here.”

He was gawking at her. He realized he looked ridiculous standing there like that, but common sense and propriety seemed to have abandoned him. She was an inch or two shorter than he, though
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