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			Josiah Nisbet, a once-rising naval star, is facing an uncertain future. He’s lost his command and his reputation, and his relationship with his famous stepfather, Admiral Horatio Nelson, is fractured. Offered a covert mission, will Josiah be able to redeem himself in the eyes of the navy, and his stepfather? 

			Set against the backdrop of the “Great Chase”, the Caribbean campaign preceding the more well-known Trafalgar, author Oliver Greeves un-picks the story of Nelson’s Lost Son. It is a tale of skulduggery, slavery and unrelenting military daring-do, set amidst the beauty and the horrors of the Sugar Islands.

			Reviews for Nelson’s Lost Son

			Nelson’s Lost Son is a fast-paced, gripping adventure set against a colourful historical background. It vividly brings to life the father-son relationship of Horatio Nelson and his ‘lost son’ Josiah Nisbet. Josiah, the hero of the novel, faces warfare on the high seas as well as moral issues regarding the keeping of slaves, family honour and the legacy of colonialism. I highly recommend this book to those with a desire to learn about a fascinating period of naval history as well as those simply looking to be entertained by a lively and amusing adventure tale.

			– Walter McIntosh (Film & Television Editor)

			Oliver Greeves explores with great insight the nuances of extended family life clustering around the history of Horatio Nelson. A fictitious journey based on historical fact which the author reveals as a great adventure.

			– Oliver Freeman (Publisher)

			Nelson’s Lost Son is more than an action/adventure, though it certainly is that. It’s also an exploration of how a once rising star, brought low, begins his redemption, and starts to develop into a man of real character. A minor historical figure, cast into the darkness by a brilliant, heroic, but sometimes cruel stepfather, is brought into the light, and Oliver Greeves turns him this way and that to examine his very human weaknesses and motivations, though with a great deal of sympathy.

			This is a rollicking and enjoyable read. Greeves is understanding and realistic in his depiction of character – Josiah’s, and the others who cross his path. He takes some licence with historical events, to the great advantage of the plot, but carries it through with conviction, so that, by the close of the novel, the reader has become invested in this semi-fictional figure and wants to know more of what comes next. 

			I hope Greeves will bring us more adventures, and I look forward to reading them. Highly recommended.

			– John Gilbert (the Naval Review)
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			This book is dedicated to the memory of my mother, Sigridur Gudmundsdottir, who was born in Iceland and, through the strange circumstances of war, met my father and settled in England. She was the constant inspiration of my boyhood and – with other mothers – sat patiently through the reading of my first play when I was ten years old.
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			Prologue: December 1801

			The London coach dropped Josiah off on Merton High Street and he chose to go on foot the rest of the way. The night had been clear and star-filled when he left Harley Street. Cloud now covered the sky and the wind was rising. Josiah knew what was to come: below the fast moving cigar-shaped cloud was a sinister blanket of rain. Any Captain worth his salt would have reefed his sails by now. Clutching his hat to his head, he took cover in an old flint church fronting the road. The cloud was overhead and the squall followed on its heels. He sat in a quiet pew, the rain rattling the windows. If he had been on board Thalia, it wouldn’t have worried him. What made him nervous now was his forthcoming meeting with Horatio. So unpredictable. Sunny one minute, stormy the next. Never quite knew what reception awaited him.

			Years ago, on Agamemnon, he had been his captain. Sometimes kind, often distant, he made Josiah feel he was a nuisance. But, when they met last time, Horatio had been cordial. He said Josiah should have Thalia again – when she had completed her refit. He would make sure of it.

			The affair with the Hamiltons had changed everything. It was like walking on eggshells. Everyone knew what was going on at Merton, but Horatio needed to pretend the Hamiltons were but his ‘dear friends’. Nothing more! Fanny’s longing to restore her marriage added to the delicacy of the situation. If her name were to come up, even once, all would be lost. Still, Horatio was his father, and his patronage was the only card Josiah could count on if he were to become captain of a fighting ship again.

			He picked up the prayer book resting on the shelf of the pew and opened it at random. The wind was dropping now and the rain would end soon. He read the first words of a psalm:

			‘Wherewithal shall a young man cleanse his way: even by ruling himself after thy word.’

			He shut the book, irritated with the admonition. The storm had passed and the sun emerged. Josiah left the church to resume his journey. A few minutes later he was at the lodge gate and marching down Merton’s gravelled drive. It was smart with lush borders and the house emerged from a screen of elm trees, rain dripping from their branches. A gothic façade suggested antiquity. Must have cost at least ten thousand pounds. Rooks swooped about the eaves, cawing. He approached the steps leading to the front door and hesitated. This was Emma Hamilton’s home, and it was undeniable she hated him and this would be his one and only visit.

			His knock was answered by the butler, who took his visiting card and escorted him to an alcove in the hall.

			‘Wait here, sir,’ he said, pointing to a chair standing alone on a cold marble floor.

			He preferred to look around. From the hall a flight of stone steps led to an upper floor. Between two tall windows above the staircase there was a large portrait of the admiral posed heroically, hand on sword. It must have been painted recently, because Josiah had not seen it before. On another wall hung four crossed swords. Below them, on a small table, was a bust of his father, the head swathed with laurel. Small Union flags were on either side. On the opposite wall hung another portrait of Horatio and, behind glass, a framed work of embroidery that betrayed the creator’s modest skills.

			He read: What greater thing can a man do than lay down his life for his country? Below were the names of battles, separated by decorative anchors: Cape St Vincent, The Nile and Copenhagen.

			A candle on a low table burned with a smoky flame.

			Josiah turned away and took a seat.

			A door opened and Uncle William strode towards him with his hand outstretched. ‘My dear fellow!’

			Josiah struggled to his feet. ‘Very good to see you, Uncle.’

			The Reverend Nelson was a fleshy man, with eyes that protruded as if he was perpetually startled. His portly figure was clad in an old-fashioned red velvet coat. His stomach bulged over his white breeches and silk stockings. The buckles on his shoes sparkled in the rays of the sun streaming through the vast window.

			‘To what do we owe this unexpected visit?’

			Heavy emphasis on ‘unexpected’.

			‘I’ve come to visit my father.’ He paused. ‘… and the family as well. How is Aunt Sarah?’

			‘Well, everyone’s very busy. We have a big dinner tonight – many Persons of Quality are coming. I am not sure if there is room for you.’

			The words hung in the air.

			‘Where is Papa? I’ll take no more of his – or your – time after we’ve spoken.’

			He felt his face flush at his clumsy words.

			‘I see! I must talk to her ladyship first. Perhaps I could order you something – a dish of tea?’

			‘I just want to talk to my father.’

			‘Your stepfather,’ William corrected. ‘Well, come in and take a seat in the library. I believe my brother may be asleep.’

			He sat and brooded. Stepfather. Horatio was the only father he’d ever known. Why had he never adopted him?

			Time passed. A maid brought him a dish of tea, which he drank slowly. Then from his seat he saw two figures bustle along the hall. The butler opened the door, bidding the ladies goodbye. Aunt Sarah and Emma Hamilton. They both ignored him. He felt the slight but was grateful he would not have to talk to them. Bitches.

			A few more minutes passed. He checked his pocket watch, and the hall clock chimed the hour. Then a figure appeared. Horatio? No, it was a taller, more elegant man.

			‘Josiah! It’s me, Matcham.’

			It was his uncle, Aunt Kitty’s husband. He had always liked Aunt Kitty and loved to hear Matcham’s adventures in the East India Company. When Josiah was young, they were the patrons of the family, the people with the money and connections. Now Matcham and Kitty were lesser stars in Horatio’s firmament. Josiah knew Matcham was in Horatio’s debt after a failed venture in New South Wales.

			‘Uncle! Good to see you.’

			Matcham sat. ‘How do you find Merton?’

			‘It’s the first time I have seen the place. Neither a great house nor a villa. You know, my mother built a house in Suffolk. Smaller, but much nicer. This seems false.’

			‘I agree – hate the place. Our houses are always elegant. This one trades comfort for pretension – what the French call bourgeois. Still, old Sir William likes the fishing, and her ladyship flatters herself with a house big enough for Horatio’s noble friends. We’re never short of visitors.’

			He paused and, leaning forward, he said in a quiet voice, ‘Tell me, Josiah; how is Fanny?’

			‘How would you feel if your spouse deserted you for a tart, and the family cut you off?’

			‘It’s ugly. She’s a wonderfully kind and brilliant woman. I will always love her. Do give her my best, Josiah.’

			‘I’ll not be your messenger, uncle. Write her a note or pay her a visit yourself.’

			‘Steady, old fellow. Steady on. Have you seen your father recently?’

			‘Met him before he left for Copenhagen and then again in September.’

			‘What are you here for today?’

			‘He says the Admiralty have a Command for me, but everything has gone quiet. I need his help to move things along.’

			‘My advice to you is to steer clear of talking about Fanny – or Emma. And he is devoted to his love-child Horatia. Better not mention I told you that.’

			There was a cough in the distance, and they looked up. Horatio was descending the stairs. From afar, he looked old and bent. In contrast to Matcham, who radiated robust good health, he seemed like a man with little life left in him.

			Yet his voice, high pitched and authoritative, was warm. ‘Josiah. My boy. Good to see you.’ He paused to survey his son. ‘My God, how you have grown! Come, Matcham, come, Josiah, let me show you my new estate!’

			They stepped through the hall, Horatio taking a cane from the umbrella stand, and they set off down a path towards a distant lake.

			Matcham strode ahead, while Horatio walked with Josiah, his one hand resting on his shoulder. ‘Have you heard from the Admiralty, Josiah? I have been putting in the word for you, and everything I hear is positive … though you do have your enemies.’

			‘Colquitt?’

			‘Yes, Lieutenant Colquitt has used his influence to blacken you. I had the chance in Copenhagen to meet Brierley too. Do you remember him? The Purser? You ought to have been more careful. The Admiralty takes complaints from warrant officers more seriously than from commissioned officers.’

			Josiah flushed. The old lies were still being circulated.

			‘And St Vincent both likes and hates you. The trouble is the peace. If St Vincent becomes First Lord, he will cut the navy down to size. Get rid of the older frigates. Still, I fought for you and was told you will have Thalia.’

			They walked on, steering clear of controversy, navigating the shoals of hurt and misunderstanding and recalling the best of times – Agamemnon, his fellow midshipman, Weatherhead, and the battle for Bastia. Without noticing it they had circled the lake and were approaching the house again. The sun warmed their backs while a gentle breeze played on their faces and views across soft green meadows and golden trees reached all the way to the North Downs. Josiah thought how the natural beauty would appeal to Horatio, who must be looking for peace and quiet after a long voyage. He doubted there was much peace within the four walls with Emma Hamilton in charge. Nevertheless, he felt elated. Despite all that had gone wrong, his father still wanted him.

			Horatio said, ‘What has happened to me and Fanny divides you and me, Josiah. It compels me to take sides. My friend, Lady Hamilton, is a woman of great beauty and even greater passion.’

			Josiah stiffened. Just when everything was going well, Horatio had to ruin things.

			They were walking through a grove of silver birch trees. A nursemaid carrying a child in a shawl appeared from the house.

			Horatio called out, ‘You there!’ He marched towards them.

			Matcham, who had been striding ahead, stopped at Horatio’s words and watched him approach the nurse as he waited for Josiah to catch up.

			Horatio’s voice rose above the cooing of wood pigeons. ‘Nurse! It’s too cold for the child!’

			The nurse stopped.

			Horatio handed his cane to the nurse and took the baby. They turned towards the house.

			Josiah shouted, ‘Goodbye, Father!’

			Horatio paused, his useful arm full with his bundle. ‘I wish you well, Josiah. I look forward to hearing of your successes soon. Please don’t come back here again.’

			Josiah shook hands with Matcham. ‘Give my love to Aunt Catherine.’

			‘And mine to Fanny!’

			He continued on his way along the gravel drive to the gates. He did not look back.

		

	
		
			Part 1: April 1802

		

	
		
			Chapter 1 

			The tavern, on the banks of the Thames at Wapping, was surrounded by warehouses. Over its bow-fronted windows swung a sign – a Yorkshire coal ship under full sail. The ‘Prospect of Whitby’ had claims to antiquity and fame as a haunt for sailors, the ale being strong and the female company welcoming. It was a haven for Josiah these days. He preferred the company of mariners to that of gentlemen. Besides, it was a cheerful place to while away time. John Yule had written to say Thalia was berthed at the Deptford navy yard nearby, and Josiah had replied, by return, suggesting they meet here. It was March 1802 six months after his visit to Merton. He had spent many days here since then.

			The tap room was packed but a sheltered nook in the far corner was still unoccupied. He called to the wench for a glass of ale. He was dressed in an old blue coat, a pullover and breeches, and his dark brown hair was wild. Grey clouds hung low over the river, and rain drifted in sheets and pattered against the windows of the inn. Through them, he caught distant glimpses of merchant vessels loading cargo at the wharves.

			Months had passed since he had last seen Horatio at Merton Park. John Yule steered a course towards him. Dressed in a blue lieutenant’s overcoat, he looked smart – shaved and combed, ready for duty. Josiah was envious. He stood and thrust out his hand. ‘John!’

			He signalled to a servant, who bustled over with an armful of foaming glasses. John Yule sat down. 

			Josiah said, ‘It must be near three years.’

			‘I took my leave and went home to Somerset and waited for a letter. You?’

			‘I was offered the command of Thalia. Shameful what they have done to her. The ship’s been turned into a damned auxiliary!’

			‘Was you indeed!’

			‘I made a mistake.’

			‘A mistake?’

			‘The peace wasn’t signed back then. I thought there would be alternatives.’ Josiah took a deep draught and drained his glass. He took up his next and said, ‘I turned her down when I found she was no longer a frigate.’ 

			The news of his unemployment stilled the conversation. 

			John tapped his fingers on his glass. At length, he asked, ‘What happened then?’

			‘Colquitt said I was a flogging captain who mistreated the officers. Brierley too. Copenhagen gave him added credibility. Anyway, I was told Thalia was the only ship they would offer.’ 

			‘And there are more captains than ships …’

			He had overstated his case. ‘And you, John? I’m glad you have come through this unscathed.’

			‘Unscathed – first lieutenant of a troop carrier?’

			‘Pretty soon we’ll all be on the beach, but in the meantime …’

			The noise around them swelled. 

			‘Look, would you like to see the old ship?’ John said. ‘Stay overnight? Meet the captain?’

			‘Anyone I know?’

			‘Maybe.’

			‘I’d like that.’

			They lingered for a while, talking about the old days. By the time they finished their drinks, the publican, red-faced and swearing, was bundling troublemakers out of the front door. Josiah settled the bill. Outside, the sun peeked through heavy clouds.

			A waterman picked them up at Wapping steps in a wherry. They sat in the stern as he raised his main and steered into the swirling waters of the Thames. As they approached Deptford, Josiah saw Thalia. He shivered. It was the frigate he had commanded all right. The rake of her mast and the arrogant bowsprit above the reclining figurehead were the same. But her guns were gone. Troop quarters in the waist and stumpy masts disfigured her lines. She looked a lot like HMS Dolphin, his old hospital ship.

			He recalled Thalia at her best with a sense of pride in his achievement. Two hundred and fifty men had lived, fought and died there. Everyone’s ambition is to command a fighting frigate, and he had done it! He had brought her home in glory, the crew proud to be Thalians and himself richer for the prize money. He had been so certain he would take her to sea again after she completed her refit. 

			He and Yule boarded from the dock. No sentry challenged them. The rain had begun again; water was streaming from the yards. Yule left him with the purser and went off the find the captain. The purser took Josiah to his cabin and later returned with an invitation from the captain for supper. He hung up his coat and lay on the bunk and fell asleep as the ship rocked on the incoming tide. 

			He awoke when someone rapped on the door. He lay on the berth, his mind occupied with memories. He dressed, combed his hair and made his way to the great cabin. A tall, grey-haired man, silhouetted by the setting sun, held out his hand in welcome. The rain had stopped. The table was laid and candles flickered, illuminating the captain’s face. 

			‘Kent!’ Josiah said. ‘My God!’

			The grizzled features of his old lieutenant from Dolphin broke into a broad smile. ‘Josiah Nisbet!’ 

			‘Kent, what are you doing here?’

			‘I brought Dolphin home a few months ago. We were paid off. Then they asked me to take Thalia. Quite the coincidence to have succeeded you in two commands.’

			‘I can’t think of a finer man.’

			‘I talked to the yard. They said her knees and timbers were weak, and the Admiralty decided to convert her.’

			‘I’m not sure that was right,’ Josiah said. ‘There’s been too many ships taken off the list since St Vincent became First Lord!’

			Yule joined them as platters of fresh bread with crumbly cheese and pickled onions were served. Their glasses full, they sat in comfortable silence.

			The old man looked at Josiah affectionately. ‘What happened after Dolphin? Things were said …’

			‘I’m not proud of it. I made a great nuisance of myself in Gibraltar – to get St Vincent’s attention. I was banished to the finance office. A terrible boring place! I found fraudsters were looting the dockyard – thousands every year. Anyway, as a reward, he sent me to Alexandria to take command of Bonne Citoyenne. I was her captain for a glorious eighteen months. Then Thalia’s commander was sent home on sick leave, and I took over the ship in Malta.’

			‘My God, Josiah. The luck of the Irish! A fighting frigate. Were you yet twenty?’

			‘Nineteen. Privateers and blockade runners. We must have taken ten every month.’

			The steward returned and refilled their glasses. Old friends. No pretension or seniority. Josiah turned to John Yule. ‘John, do you remember that rescue off Malta?’

			Yule said, ‘We were on convoy duty, escorting two troop carriers with over a thousand soldiers aboard into Malta. A fierce southerly blew up and both ships lost their masts and drifted towards a lee shore. We made fast to the one closest and towed her out to sea and put the carpenter and sail makers aboard. They rigged a sail. It began to get dark. We returned for the other. By the time we found her it was pitch dark and she was rolling – out of control – like to capsize. We couldn’t carry a line across by cutter, so we brought Thalia alongside, and I boarded her with a crew and a hawser. We could hear the surf on the rocks – damned close. We clawed off – just.’

			There was a silence as they remembered. A storm. A lee shore. Panic among the troops, the risk of both ships on the rocks or smashing each other to pieces. Towing her back to safe harbour in mountainous seas. A fighting frigate needed every drop of a man’s courage.

			Josiah added, ‘St Vincent never saw fit to thank us for the lives of a thousand men. Only Duckworth and Governor Ball. Horatio never mentioned it either.’ He sighed. 

			Kent said, ‘It’s the way of the world – praise and glory to them what never played a part.’ 

			Josiah said, ‘Where is Thalia bound?’ 

			‘After victualling, we leave for Plymouth. Could be months on a mooring.’ 

			Like the Dolphin anchored in the Tagus, her hull gathering weed and worms, the crew bored half to death while the sick recovered or died. 

			‘What’s next for you, Josiah?’

			‘Join the line of officers waiting at the Admiralty.’

			‘Can’t your father help you?’

			He shifted uncomfortably. ‘No.’

			‘You worked for St Vincent in Gibraltar. You must have heard about his crusade against corruption in English dockyards. What about helping him again?’

			‘He had a big falling out with Horatio over a share of his Spanish treasure ship. St Vincent has not forgiven him—’

			‘Could be a way to re-establish yourself.’

			‘If I did, could you help?’

			‘I cannot take risks. This is my last command. I scarce have money for retiring, but I’d be willing to find out the lie of the land for you.’ 

			The waves slapped against the hull of his old ship as he lay in his berth, the candle fluttering in the damp breeze. For the first time in many a week he felt better. He fell asleep, the pleasures of friendship suffusing his dreams and dispelling his frustrations.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2 

			In the morning, two sailors and an elderly midshipman took Josiah ashore in the gig. The little vessel was as familiar as an old coat. From Tower Bridge, a cab took him to Marylebone, to the house he shared with Fanny and Edmund, his grandfather. Edmund, alone among the Nelson clan, was loyal. Josiah rang the bell, and the maid opened the door, taking his coat as he made his way to the parlour. 

			‘Her Ladyship is calling on friends,’ she said over her shoulder as she hurried back to the kitchen. 

			He was pleased to have the house to himself. It was quiet and there was much to consider. On the hall table was a pile of letters on a salver. He picked them up and took a seat, flicking through them and selecting one in a finely embossed envelope. An address in St James Square. It was Davison, Horatio’s prize agent. An invitation to dinner tomorrow. 

			He sat in the parlour and thought about the successful factotum who traded in the risky world of politics and business. Davison, for all his money, was always hungry for social acceptance but had never gained it. Together with Marsh, the banker, and Haslewood, the lawyer, he was a loyal adviser. Although Fanny had managed business with each of them for the years Horatio was at sea, their loyalties had been tested when Horatio dismissed her. But Davison was also Josiah’s prize agent. Perhaps the meeting was Davison’s way of keeping that relationship alive in case he went back to sea.

			After breakfast he read the Times. He studied the advertisements on the first page before turning to the News; rumours of war and the struggles of the government and its opposition. War would be good. He’d best make the most of his meeting with Davison if war was coming. In the meantime he would walk to the Admiralty and keep his name in front of their lordships. 

			The walk to the Admiralty took him through Whitehall to the great headquarters of the navy. He joined many other officers on the same mission. But, as on most other days there, hours of waiting yielded no result. Not even a meeting. He returned to Harley Street late in the afternoon, downhearted, and decided to venture to Vauxhall Gardens where there would be distractions to take his mind off his failure.

			[image: ]

			Josiah awoke. It was dark, and the room was cold. His mouth was dry from too much drink. He eased from his bed and groped for the chamber pot. 

			As he pulled up the covers again the clock in the parlour struck four times. He lay back on the pillow, thinking about the evening gone. He regretted drinking beyond his fill. If it had been port wine it would have been different. He had struggled home from Vauxhall much the worse for wear and, when he had reached Harley Street, the house was abed. It had taken a lot of hammering – and cursing – to rouse the maid from her bed on the top floor. Mama would have heard him.

			Dandies’ clubs whose members dressed up and dictated male fashion were the current rage in London. Vauxhall Gardens, though, had varieties of entertainments to distract a man: jugglers, tightrope walkers, fireworks and musicians. There were taverns where a fellow could drink until the early morning. If you dressed well and were young without being foolish you might be admitted for romantic assignations. All discreet.

			He admitted to himself with some shame that these prurient interludes satisfied him. The more immediate and anonymous, the better. The trouble was, when he cooled down, he knew he too was being used. 

			Since he was thirteen he had lived aboard cities of men, where women were a fantasy. At assembly room balls he was uncomfortable. He could dance, but conversation was harder, as mothers peered through lorgnettes, their daughters fluttering their fans, calculating his parentage, education and fortune to a decimal place. Cool appraising eyes said more than simpering conversation. There was no tenderness. He had never spent even one evening with a woman of his own rank who he liked and desired. 

			He fell asleep again, and plunged into a restless dream.

			As he paced the quarter deck, the frigate was flying, studding sails set, her hull plunging through the advancing waves. The sun was high in a sapphire sky. A powerful French battleship approached to starboard. Josiah gave an order to clear the decks for action, but he knew it would be futile to resist such force. The ship overhauled Thalia, and the flash of her guns was followed by a deafening report. The broadside cut Thalia’s sails to ribbons, and as she slowed Josiah unsheathed his sword. The impact of the collision shook her timbers, and her mast fell. He clambered up the side of the Frenchman but there was no one on deck. 

			His father emerged from the great cabin, medals glinting in the sun, face white with anger. ‘Damn it, you have ruined my ship and my career. You and your beastly mama!’

			Josiah plunged the sword into Horatio’s heart. 

			He awoke to the sound of rain on the window, and relief suffused him as he realised it had been a dream.

			The clock struck the half hour. He was wide awake. He decided to walk off his hangover and, dressed in his sea coat, a muffler around his neck, he opened the door and stepped into the damp wintry fog. 

			His walk took him northward up Baker Street. It was still quiet, too early for the milkman or coalman. 

			He pondered the meaning of the nightmare.

			Raised voices caught his attention. A man and his wife were arguing. They were poor, ragged – down at heel. To Josiah’s surprise he saw the man was a Negro. Must have been a sailor, perhaps a runaway slave. He looked again. The woman was white. The man carried a load on his shoulder, and the woman had a wheelbarrow. Was that a child sitting on its heaped contents? The city was full of people who’d reached rock bottom and were sometimes close to starvation. Probably came from a wretched cottage and lost their rights of commons to the local landlord. 

			He would give them a shilling. He reached into his pocket. The ordinary seamen on Thalia came from the dregs of society too. Almost savages, some of them. The man took the coin and grunted thanks. They saw him look away and walked off, their raised voices dulled by the fog.

			By the time he was back at the house in Harley Street his mind was made up. Visiting Davison that afternoon would be his first step in taking command of his situation. 

			He rang the bell, and this time the door opened quickly. From the kitchen came a welcome smell of coffee. He sat down in the parlour. There were footsteps on the stairs, and Fanny appeared. She was wearing a blue dress that matched her blue eyes. Her dark hair was interlaced with strands of grey. She looked better than she had in a while. 

			‘Oh, it’s you!’ She put her arms around his neck and kissed him. ‘Hello, son. You’re up early.’

			‘Couldn’t sleep, Mama, and I decided fresh air would serve me better than my bed.’

			‘I heard you come in late last night. A great knocking on the door roused everyone. Could you come home a little earlier in the future? Edmund needs his sleep, and so do I.’

			She looked at him steadily, her eyebrows raised, and then smiled.

			‘I’m sorry, Mama.’

			She sat down at the table and took his hands.

			‘I have been doing some thinking about my future,’ Josiah said. ‘I don’t think there’s any prospect for me at the Admiralty unless the war begins again.’

			‘It was the same with your father. He was at home for five years. He had upset everyone, and there were no ships for those who had offended their lordships.’ She looked at him meaningfully.

			‘It must have been difficult for both of you.’

			‘I was pleased to have him at home. We were newly wed, and his unemployment gave us a chance to know each other better – to become husband and wife. He was very frustrated, though, and he couldn’t abide the condescension of the Whig gentry in that part of Norfolk – him being a Tory through and through.’

			‘How are you faring, Mother?’

			‘I am very fortunate in having such good friends – even the King has told me of his regard and insists I attend the levees at court. Still, without Horatio, I feel embarrassed. Lost, if you want to know.’

			Her eyes filled with tears.

			Josiah stood and put his arm around her shoulders, holding her gently. ‘I saw him, you know. I went to Merton. Saw Uncle Matcham and William too.’

			‘How was he?’

			‘Sweet and kind to me. Said he would help me. He … he has a baby – a girl …’

			Fanny sobbed.

			‘There, Mother. Don’t cry. Life is hard enough, but thank God you have adequate money.’

			‘I have no complaints about that.’ She paused. ‘I still love him, you know.’

			‘I know you do, and it is incomprehensible after all the shame he brought to both of us.’

			‘I don’t expect you to feel the same way, Josiah. I want you to find a different future; find a good wife and live comfortably, well away from the navy.’

			‘Mother, the navy is my life. There is nothing else I want to do.’

			‘Then, pray God, you will find a ship. When you do, dear, don’t make the mistakes of your father. Never believe your achievements entitle you to treat another person badly.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 3 

			Number 9 St James Square was a four-storey town house, distinctive in its glossy white Palladian finish, unlike its neighbours with their smoke-blackened red brick. Josiah paused and studied the building. The house flaunted his wealth and status. Horatio said Davison had made his money as a lawyer – in Quebec – and then another fortune from a fleet of merchant ships. He had a manufacturing empire too, working as a supplier of everything from convict uniforms to barracks – which he built for His Majesty’s government all over England. Without any training, he had become a prize agent, and Horatio had given him the prestigious job of selling the ships taken at the Battle of the Nile. 

			Josiah looked up at the grandiose façade. Business: maybe that was a better career to consider. 

			Pilasters, surmounted by a capital atop the modest portico, swept the viewer’s gaze to four stone muses who guarded the roof above the line of attic windows. Josiah climbed the steps to the freshly painted black door with its polished brass handle and rang the bell. The butler answered and, after taking Josiah’s card, escorted him into a sitting room off the hall. Mr Davison was currently engaged, he said, and would join him for dinner at two o’clock. 

			Josiah took out his watch. Another fifteen minutes. He stood with his back to the fire and looked around the gracious sitting room. A portrait of Davison and his wife decorated one wall and a portrait of Horatio another. It was said that the commission for the Nile prizes had topped seven thousand pounds, three times more than Horatio had earned.

			Josiah had missed that battle by a few days; otherwise he too would have shared in the prize money. In the afterglow of his victory, though, perhaps to make up for his disappointment, Horatio had given him command of La Bonne Citoyenne. It was to be the command in which he took most pride and satisfaction.

			‘My dear fellow, how very pleasant to see you!’

			Davison had quietly entered by a door on the other side of the fireplace and greeted Josiah in a polished Scots accent. ‘My friend.’ Davison touched his shoulders with both hands and looked him in the face. ‘How nice of you to find the time to see me!’

			‘Oh, hello, Davison. Good to see you again.’

			Josiah was aware of how their positions had changed since his parents had separated, but the agent was as welcoming as ever. Davison led the way from the sitting room to the magnificent dining room on the other side of the hall, where a table was laid for two. 

			Davison was nothing if not hospitable. He had a reputation for winning people’s trust, a trait that, since she and Horatio had parted, Fanny said was all deception. But he was capable of charming almost anyone. Josiah could see that his charisma and intelligence served a cunning nature most effectively. 

			‘How are you settling down, Josiah? I heard you had been offered Thalia again and have turned it down. Was that wise? Do you sense something else is in the offing?’

			‘It was not an offer that I could have accepted, Davison,’ Josiah said coolly.

			‘The peace is on us and we are all out of work. Better, perhaps, to have stayed afloat?’

			Josiah said, ‘You’re a busy man, Davison. Have you something to tell me?’

			‘I’ve watched your progress, Josiah. Your mother kept me informed while you were in the Mediterranean.’

			Josiah scowled. ‘I would have guessed it was my father who kept you “informed”, as you say. After all, he made sure I was surrounded by his minions!’

			The butler interrupted the flow, pouring glasses of a claret. Josiah sipped his wine, raising his eyebrows appreciatively, and smiled for the first time.

			‘I import the wine myself. I’ve agents to keep me supplied, despite the war,’ Davison said.

			The footmen brought in dishes, filling the table with roasted meats and fish enriched with savoury sauce. Josiah ate hungrily, his irritation abating.

			‘Josiah, I am in an unenviable position. I am your mother’s friend, but I am your father’s too, as well as being his agent. You may not know, but the cost of your mother’s settlement and the new house Horatio has bought with Sir William has stretched him to a financial breaking point. I’m doing everything I can for Fanny – though she may not feel that way – as well as for Horatio.’

			‘I cannot find any pity for him. He has used and abused both of us! I thought he was going to help me get another command. Nothing has happened! Remember I was the one who saved his life!’

			‘Have some more wine, Josiah.’

			The butler poured a large glass. 

			‘I do have something to propose. But I need to know you are not my enemy.’

			‘Well, it’s very decent of you to invite me to dinner, and if there is something I can do to help both of us, so much the better. What do you have in mind?’

			‘You must give me your word not to tell anyone about our conversation – even your mother?’

			‘You have my word. What is it?’

			‘I am in a certain amount of trouble. I was involved in buying into … a “situation” – with two seats in parliament. I was not a candidate for the seats but, naturally, I would have a say in how the two members would vote, and that would be of great value to my business.’

			‘A rotten borough?’

			‘An unfortunate term, but … yes. Anyway, I was persuaded that instead of buying the borough – all the land, houses and so on – it would be easier if someone secured the support of the hundred or so voters to vote in my men … and that is what happened. Now I am being accused of bribery, of buying votes.’

			‘Sounds like you did.’

			‘You’ve always been blunt, Josiah; you have a reputation for it. I would have put it differently. Someone persuaded the voters to support my candidates, and the owner of the borough didn’t like it. The fact that he threatened anyone who didn’t vote for his candidates with eviction from their homes was neither here nor there, apparently. Some more fish? Your plate is empty, sir.’

			‘What does this have to do with me?’

			‘Nothing at all.’

			‘Nothing?’

			‘This is just background, to let you know I am under investigation in the parliament and if my enemies have their way … well, frankly, I will be destroyed.’

			‘What do you want me to do?’

			‘I’m coming to that. I’m also under investigation by the Treasury about my role as a contractor building barracks for the army. The whole thing is a huge misunderstanding. If it is not sorted out, I could be indicted for that as well. I have a reputation in the city and with the government. If my integrity is questioned—’

			‘And my role?’

			‘I need to get “runs on the board”, as it were. I need the government to see me as indispensable and overlook what has happened – allow me to straighten everything out. Put things to rights. You don’t need to worry about that. It won’t affect what you do.’

			‘So you want me to undertake something – legal, I hope – which will put you back in good standing with the government so they will be lenient. Is that it?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘I see. Where and what will I do?’

			‘We’ll start with your friend St Vincent!’

			All kinds of possibilities ran through Josiah’s mind. St Vincent towered over everything in the navy. He was the vindictive man who had offered Josiah the broken hospital ship Dolphin, and later turned Thalia into a troop carrier. It was all about his legal battle with Horatio. To make matters worse, he was now First Lord of the Admiralty. Everything within Josiah rebelled at the thought of St Vincent.

			‘He and I have never seen things the same way. I doubt he would give me an audience.’

			‘Come now, Josiah. Would I embark on something without considering how I would complete it?’

			‘Very well. I am willing to consider anything. But I know that if I am involved, St Vincent will be very loath to consider it. It’ll be a waste of time.’

			They were interrupted by the footmen bearing away the dishes to the sideboard and bringing glasses of jellies and nuts. A fine cognac accompanied them, a testament to Davison’s skill in obtaining the scarcest of commodities.

			Davison said, ‘I know St Vincent’s reputation, Josiah. Horatio was his creation. He plucked him from obscurity and gave him the squadron that won the Battle of the Nile. Yet he downplayed Horatio’s achievements and cast sufficient doubt on them to put Horatio’s peerage in jeopardy. In the end, Horatio was awarded the honour only after considerable self-promotion and with the help of powerful friends. St Vincent is tough, self-assured, conceited beyond belief, and should never be underestimated.’

			‘I am glad you said that, Davison.’

			‘Here’s what we will do. I’m dining with Lord Minto next week. Until recently he was our envoy in Vienna. He has told me he does not subscribe to Horatio’s view of you. In fact he is quite your supporter. A word from him to St Vincent will take care of things. He will recommend you help investigate the dockyards. And I know that St Vincent has already experienced your skills in finding solutions. Your colourful episode in Gibraltar is quite a legend.’

			‘Everything I know about the navy tells me I shouldn’t touch this with a barge pole. Meddling with commercial interests in the Caribbean kept my father on the beach for five years. My own encounter with the contractors in Gibraltar added to my list of enemies.’

			‘Josiah, you can’t make an omelette without cracking a few eggs. Do what you have to do. Your alternative course of action is to be idle, drink away the modest fortune you made from prize money and get under your mother’s feet!’

			‘Now you’re speaking plainly! I prefer that. What will I have to do?’

			‘You’ll be operating secretly. You will have a new identity. We will set up ways of communicating with you, but otherwise you will be on your own. Am I clear?’ 

			A surge of excitement. It would be war again. A different kind of war. It would mean being busy, having an important job. Rebuilding his career. 

			He said impulsively, ‘I am your man.’

			‘Excellent.’ Davison rubbed his hands together. ‘I will pass your decisions to the right people. Remember, you work for me. I will set everything up and I will see you are paid. But you must place your complete faith in me.’

			Davison pushed back from the table and stretched his legs out. He took a sip of his brandy. ‘The government sources its supplies through contracting. A supplier deals directly with the government at a negotiated price or the contractor acts as the intermediary between the ministry and the various sub-contractors. Do you understand?’

			‘Of course. What’s your point?’

			‘St Vincent is convinced half the ship-building and supply contracts are rigged between the contractors, with the dockyard commissioners getting bribes to keep their mouths shut. The result is shoddy workmanship and excessive costs. With the huge debt the government has run up there is public pressure. The new taxes on income are much resented and most of the tax is paid by the people who sit in parliament. Among them there is a sense that the government is bungling or complicit.’

			‘And you want me to …?’

			‘You will find a suitable dockyard job using a pseudonym. Get to know the contractors and find out what is happening.’

			‘What’s my next step?’

			‘Wait to hear from me. One last thing: be very careful. There’s a lot of money and reputation at stake. Whatever you find, be on guard at all times. Your life could be in danger if people find out what you’re doing!’

			The butler showed him out of the house, and Josiah decided to walk home. The main roads were bustling with tradesmen and servants. For the first time in many months he felt optimistic. Captain Kent would help him get a dockyard job, and Davison had influence with the Admiralty. He wouldn’t need Horatio’s help. 

			He recalled his months at the Gibraltar dockyard years ago. He had mastered the yard’s finances quickly and found fraud; it had been enough to prod St Vincent to give him another chance. He would do the same again. The stakes for St Vincent were higher; he had to deliver on his promise to parliament to ‘clean up the corruption of the dockyards’. 

			An oncoming wagon laden with barrels swerved to miss a pothole in the road. It lurched, spraying him with filthy water. He jumped back, cursing the driver. But it failed to dampen his spirits, and by the time he reached Harley Street he had already planned his next move. 

			Mama saw his smile and said lightly, ‘My dear, this is the first time I have seen you smile for many weeks. Something very grand must have happened.’

			‘Mama, I have a job.’

			‘What? A ship?’ she said in a dismayed tone. ‘I was hoping you had decided to pursue the law.’

			‘No, Mother. I have a chance to redeem my reputation with the Admiralty. It is a secret mission.’

			She brightened. ‘Will you be in London?’

			‘No, Mama, I will be elsewhere. I will be travelling “incognito”, and we will have to invent a story to explain my absence. I will keep in touch with you. There’s no need to worry about me.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Three days of bone-shaking travel on dusty roads, and nights at down-at-heel coaching inns along the way finally brought Josiah to Plymouth. The journey gave him time to adapt to his disguise. He was a seaman on shore leave. His ‘estuary English’ was passable. It helped that the other passengers ignored him – too common for their liking. After three days of pretending, he had become an ordinary seaman. 

			Davison had made the arrangements. The naval records for Joss O’Brien had him working at age thirteen at the Chatham dockyard, followed by service in the Channel and then an honourable discharge from the navy a few months back. 

			Josiah took John Yule’s letter from his pocket and read it again.

			My dear Josiah,

			We are anchored in Plymouth Sound. Our crew is reduced by half and we wait for our orders. It looks like we will be here for many months. Our captain wants me to convey his greetings to you. Also, he says, mindful of our conversation, he has connections in the Royal Dockyard and he is sure he can help you get a job. Please contact me at the Seaman’s Mission after you arrive. I hope to hear from you soon.

			Sincerely yours,

			John Yule, First Lieutenant, Thalia 

			Josiah climbed down from the roof and stretched his legs. The sun warmed him, but he was stiff and tired. The coachman threw down his knapsack. No tip for him! He glared at the driver and marched through the archway to the street, stopping a passer-by to ask directions.

			‘On foot, are you?’

			‘That’s right, sir.’

			‘Take King Street, then in half a mile, take Molesworth to the end.’

			He tipped his cap and slung his knapsack over his shoulder, pleased to be on his way. It would be walking from now on. No more cabs or carriages. Arriving an hour later at the dockyard gates he cast around looking for somewhere to stay. The Queen’s Dock Inn was a mean waterside tavern. The publican eyed him suspiciously when he asked about a room. 

			‘They’re upstairs. Gentry take the front and the others are at the back.’

			‘How much?’

			‘A shilling a night. You share the bed.’

			‘I’ll need to find a more permanent place to stay, bed and board. Anyone you’d recommend?’

			‘No. You want the bed? Money up front.’

			Josiah took a shilling from his pouch and threw it on the bar. 

			‘Supper is at six. Bed by eight.’

			Josiah left his knapsack at the inn and crossed the road to the yard. A sentry stopped him. 

			‘I’m looking for work.’

			‘Come back tomorrow morning five-thirty sharp.’ The marine pointed to the wall opposite the gates. ‘Casuals over there.’

			‘I have a friend on a navy ship in the anchorage. Any idea how I can find him?’

			‘If you was an officer I’d find out, but you ain’t, so bugger off!’

			No point arguing. He decided to search for somewhere to live. The mean streets around the dockyard were unpromising. How far away? About fifteen to twenty minutes’ walk, he reckoned. In his mind he described a semi-circle with a diameter of a mile and set off.

			As he walked he thought about this new life. The excitement had worn off. The disguise worked well enough, but it also placed him at the bottom. As a single man he would be viewed suspiciously. Where was he from? What was he up to? 

			He thought about the meetings with Davison and St Vincent. Once Davison had had Josiah’s agreement he’d seemed to lose interest in the details of Josiah’s mission. He was evasive, and when Josiah pressed him for instructions in the event he found things, he said Josiah should ‘write to him’ if he had seen evidence of corruption or other malfeasance. What Davison would do with the information was unclear, and that made him nervous. 

			St Vincent, on the other hand, was the bully he remembered him to be. They had met at Whites’ Club and taken coffee in a small cold room at the back. 

			St Vincent had attacked him the moment they sat down. ‘I never thought you’d amount to much, Nisbet. When I sent you to Alexandria with despatches, I was killing two birds with one stone. Getting you out of Gibraltar for your own good and giving you to Nelson to handle. You’re his protégé, not
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