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			This book is dedicated to the memory of my grandmother, Bertha Eccles, the great-great-great-granddaughter of Fanny Nelson.
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			Chapter One

			December 1792

			Fanny awoke, shivering. She gritted her teeth and, careful not to wake him, got out of bed and hastily pulled on the shawl that lay on the chair and a pair of thick woollen socks. She returned to bed, pausing at the chamber pot before climbing beneath the covers. Undisturbed by her movements or the light of the frigid moon, Horatio slept on, mouth open and snoring. Twenty years in the Royal Navy had taught him to sleep soundly anywhere.

			The old grandfather clock chimed in the parlour, as a cold Norfolk wind whined through cracks in the window sash. The sigh of the draught reminded her of years gone by in Nevis, where Caribbean trade winds blew soft and warm all year. She drew the bedclothes tighter, an ember of resentment glowing.

			How her life had changed since then – she had once been mistress of Montpelier and now she found herself in a borrowed frozen rectory in Norfolk! When they’d first arrived, Edmund – Horatio’s father and a clergyman – had moved to a smaller rectory at his second church so they could have this place to live. They survived on a penurious budget, one that did not stretch to include a coal fire to heat their bedroom.

			She rolled over to find a more comfortable position on the mattress. It was only ever intended to be temporary. Everyone had expected Horatio to get another command in the Home Fleet and they’d planned to buy their own house with money Fanny was due to inherit. But that hope dimmed. The inheritance was still in probate. And Horatio had never been given another command. Fanny had put two and two together. She recalled Nevis merchants complaining about the officious British captain who’d interfered with their American trade. Horatio claimed he’d done nothing but enforce the law. And then he’d made more enemies by writing home about corruption in the dockyard in Antigua. He always had an answer: he’d merely been doing his duty. She tried to look on the brighter side. She was still young. There would be more children. He would get his ship and the prize money for a new house. She fell back to sleep.

			[image: ]

			The day dawned with a feeble sun and grey sky. It was still dark at eight when the maid brought in the bowl and a jug of hot water and woke her up. Horatio had risen and she could hear him washing in the adjoining room.

			He called out as he heard her stirring. ‘Fan, I’m walking to the village to meet the mail. I want to get the latest on the war situation. Are you coming?’

			Although they lived half a mile from the centre of Burnham Thorpe, with Josiah away at school now – he’d begun boarding the prior year when he’d turned twelve – they had picked up the habit of walking along the river to Burnham Market where the London to Norwich coach stopped. They would pick up mail and buy produce in the market then walk back along the field path to Burnham Thorpe, returning in time for dinner, which, in England, was served after midday.

			‘Yes, dear,’ she responded to him. ‘At least it looks like a clear morning, for a change.’ She poured the water into the bowl and started to sponge herself.

			War was on people’s minds. Another war with France. More taxes to pay, more men pressed for service, horrible threats of invasion. When Fanny was growing up, they had fought the Seven Years’ War with the French. How glorious the victory had been, but when the American colonists rebelled, back came the French for revenge. But now they were revolutionaries like the Americans, spreading the poison of their ideas to England. There was no doubt in her mind that war would break out again – and very soon.

			She met Horatio at the breakfast table in the parlour, which was warm at least, the maid having banked the fire and prepared scrambled eggs, bread, butter and conserves which were waiting for them. Fanny sipped her hot tea while Horatio drank a small glass of beer. He was dressed in the style of a country squire, she noted approvingly. New breeches, stout shoes and a woollen tweed coat to keep him warm. He looked so chipper, his eyes bright and clear. He was happy. There might be news.

			‘We’ll be back before dinner!’ she called out as they left the house.

			Their route took them down the gravelled driveway to Wallsingham Road, where they turned onto the path to the Burn and then followed the winding river to Burnham Market. January rains had swollen the murky stream to its banks, the lower branches of the weeping willows which lined it now swept up in its current. On the other side of the river, grey fields stretched to the horizon, the fallow ground, whitened by frost, blending into the leaden skies. Tramping along, their breath evaporating in long trails, they walked in companionable silence for five or ten minutes until Horatio turned to her. ‘Fanny,’ he said intently, ‘my command simply must come soon.’

			‘Yes, I know,’ she replied, a sudden wave of anxiety hitting her at the thought of him leaving. She took care to turn away towards the river and carefully compose herself as he talked on.

			‘I am convinced that providence will have a special role for me to play in this war and I will do that to my utmost.’

			‘I have lost my mother, my father and my first husband and I cannot bear to think of losing you!’ she exclaimed, the words out of her mouth and tears welling before she could regain herself. In the silence that followed, she continued. ‘But I am most happy you will have a command. Perhaps we will be able to afford a house after this is over. I will look after Josiah and your father and your interests while you are gone.’

			‘Fanny, we need to talk about Josiah.’

			‘What do we need to discuss, Horatio? Josiah is comfortable at his school. He will flourish there. Then soon enough, he will study at Cambridge or Edinburgh.’

			‘No, Fanny. He’s to come with me. I intend to take five or six local lads with me when I go. One will be Josiah.’

			Her heart beat faster. She held her breath and tried to keep her voice light. ‘Horatio, after all this time, what’s caused this … this change of plan?’

			‘I think this will be good for Josiah. He will grow up to be a real man. So long as he works hard and has a good spirit, he’ll do well in the navy. He’s a good lad and he listens to everything I say. He’s a bit quiet but he’ll learn to be a sailor.’

			‘But we have already agreed that my family in Edinburgh will article him in their law practice.’

			‘Fan, you know better than I, we’ve got no money for Cambridge or to article him with Lockhart. Nisbet’s trust is still in probate – and we were counting on that money from your late husband to pay for his son’s education. And we never received the support I counted on from your uncle, either.’

			‘Horatio, we will find the money. Josiah might even win a scholarship. And I promise you, I will get that money.’

			‘Fan, listen to me. The fathers of the other boys I take with me will each pay me a stipend to take their son. That money will cover the cost of Josiah too until he gets his midshipman’s ticket.’

			‘But what about his education?’ Her voice was shrill now.

			‘And what about mine, Fan? I myself am the product of an education on board a ship.’ He stopped and she turned to face him. ‘I went to sea at twelve and studied my three R’s, and I challenge anyone to find a better mathematician, writer and commander of His Majesty’s vessel than I am. I know that a naval career is uncertain, and nothing would please me more than Josiah becoming an attorney, perhaps even a judge or distinguished barrister. But we simply cannot afford it.’

			He fell silent and they trudged on by the river, the path eventually veering off and crossing through a spinney while the river continued to flow north. The conifers closed over their heads and the path became dark with shadow. Fanny felt the weight of sadness descend. Although his argument was sensible, he was going to take her baby boy away. Horatio strode along, absorbed in his own vision. She tried to gather herself, as she knew he was not a man who would want to acknowledge her feelings.

			Finally, Horatio broke his own silence. ‘And you, Fanny, have a role to play for me and for Josiah. I want you to be my representative in England. You will move up in society as I am promoted. I will have money then. You will buy good dresses and fine hats. And visit London and Bath and great country houses. We shall write to each other about everything.’

			Fanny’s heart melted. ‘I … I will certainly do my best, Horatio, but are you sure about Josiah?’

			‘I know that you fear for his life, but our lives are in the hands of the divine providence. Josiah could die of smallpox or consumption or have an accident on our terrible roads or take a common cold and perish. Nothing is certain. In his early years on board, he will be safe – even in battle. I will protect him as if he is my own son, for I regard him as such.’

			‘But what about me? I’ll be here alone.’

			‘No, no, you’ll be fine. You have the family – father, William and Sarah, your friends. You’ll get used to it. Then it will be over and we will be together again. You’ll see.’

			They followed the path behind the cottages of the village and out on to the high street. The walk had warmed her up, but she was still upset. The carriages of the better-off gentry were parked on the grass verge. Farmers and merchants were tending stalls and women were buying produce and exchanging greetings. It was the same as ever. The smell of fresh bread and the song of a fiddle would normally have lifted her heart. But it was not the same today.

			At the inn, they paused for coffee and cake. As they sat there, Mr Coke of Holkham Hall bustled in, followed by his steward. He paused when he saw them and doffed his hat to Fanny who acknowledged him with a polite inclination of her head. Horatio stood to greet him.

			‘Good morning, Mr Nelson,’ Mr Coke said loudly. ‘How does this news from France find you? Eager to do battle with the enemies of the nation?’

			‘Yes, ready when called, Mr Coke. Soon they will need men who really know how to fight.’

			‘I look forward to renewing our acquaintance with you, Mr Nelson. Call on me, if you would! Mrs Nelson!’ He tipped his hat and moved off to join an older man who was seated at another table.

			‘What was that about?’ asked Fanny.

			‘No doubt he wants something. Now excuse me, Fanny, I must go see if the mail is here.’

			He was gone only a few minutes and when he returned, he had a bright smile and, with a little jig, he waved a letter in the air.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			January 1793

			The yellow carriage, courtesy of the Admiralty, drew up at the parsonage. After all the penny-pinching years, Horatio experienced a momentary frisson of pleasure at the thought someone else was paying. He gave Fanny a farewell kiss while the driver stowed his cases. Then they set off for Kings Lynn Road. His elation grew as he leant back on the firm leather seat, stretching his legs and savouring the rattling pace. It was the first time in five years he had received orders to attend the Admiralty but by no means the first time he had visited. On those other occasions, he’d travelled uninvited by his own shilling on a crowded public coach and, once at the Admiralty, he’d had to wait his turn for meetings which were invariably perfunctory.

			It was dark by the time they stopped at the Crown Inn at Hockerill at half past four. As Horatio waited for the driver to unload his luggage, a troop of army recruits passed by, their recruiting sergeant bellowing and their shambling attempt to march a testimony to their lack of training. Cannon fodder.

			The inn was crowded with gentry and Horatio was given a shared room with three other gentlemen. ‘On their way to London to seek commissions in the army and navy,’ the innkeeper explained.

			‘Younger sons without prospects.’ Horatio muttered as he paid for his room.

			He was hungry and sat at the crowded common table. The man next to him was recounting a recent journey through France, describing with enthusiasm the guillotine’s fascinating efficiency. A fashionably dressed man reported that his London hotel was jammed with French refugees and claimed that he had bought a number of oil paintings from them at knockdown prices. The discussion at the table soon turned to parliament. While Fox was supporting the French Jacobins, Burke, who had sympathised with the American revolutionaries, was fearful of the revolutionary spirit. War was on everybody’s mind.

			Horatio was asked about the navy and said a few words. There was a polite question or two before the conversation turned back to the regiments the men were planning to join. Wealthy young fools thought Horatio contemptuously.

			The carriage reached his uncle’s house, on the summit of a hill overlooking Kentish Town and the spread of the metropolis beyond it, early the following afternoon. Other than the view of London, the house might well have been in any village. It was the home of a successful servant of the crown. Though modest in size, it was a comfortable double-fronted house built from grey flint and framed by red brick, with a roof of blue-violet slate. Its fruit trees and borders had been pruned and tidied for winter, but elm, sweet chestnut and beech trees lent the house a quiet park-like dignity. The driveway was lined with rowan trees, now without their leaves and berries. Horatio remembered visiting and playing in this garden as a boy, climbing the trees and imagining he were a sailor looking out to sea. The carriage stopped in the turning circle and Horatio got down and approached the heavy oak door, which opened before he reached it. Uncle Suckling, diminished by age but still very much himself, vigorously gripped Horatio’s arms and welcomed him with a smile.

			Uncle’s cook had prepared a supper and they enjoyed cold roast beef and garden vegetables, taken with a delicious spicy wine. When they finished, Horatio and Suckling moved to a pair of wingback chairs by a warm fire in the old brick fireplace. They exchanged news of the family and shared memories of Horatio’s boyhood visits. At length, Horatio steered the conversation towards his upcoming meeting at the Admiralty and enquired after Uncle Suckling’s remaining contacts.

			‘My dear boy, most of my friends have retired or passed on. Between the two of us my brother and I, held sway in the navy and customs but we are now long out of office and we were never at the centre, you understand. We were people at the edge. Our leaders needed our administrative skills and rewarded us with promotions and a little patronage.’

			He paused and poked at the sputtering fire. He sat back in his chair still holding the poker. ‘My advice, for what it’s worth, is to go in with an attitude of humility – hard though that may be for you. My enquiries on your behalf have led me to understand that you offended their lordships on your last visit. It seems that they believe, perhaps rightly, that you have a sense of being wronged and indeed of being “owed things”, and wouldn’t see there was another point of view.’

			Horatio flushed and stirred in his seat restlessly. He felt his temper rising and recalled Fanny’s advice not to succumb to disappointment and feelings of injustice. She had said it would not sit well, even among friends.

			‘Uncle, I see the matter very differently. I was doing my duty, which is all that I ever consider. Politics has conspired to bring me down. They have passed me over despite my seniority on the captains list. I often ask myself what I need to do to prove my worth.’

			Suckling picked up his clay pipe and lit it, nodding his head slowly as rings of blue smoke drifted upwards. There was a long pause.

			‘Life in a bureaucracy like our great navy necessitates patience, my boy. Eventually, when there’s a need, names resurface and men rise from their obscurity – yes, sometimes beyond expectations. There is usually no rational explanation other than a need has arisen for a man’s particular skills. Assistance from someone helped in the past or from a family member is always handy, though. And it is always better to have fewer enemies than you have.’ He returned the pipe to his mouth, scratched his thinning hair and chuckled.

			Uncle Suckling was right; Horatio knew that he’d had made a rod for his own back. But it was damnably unfair. ‘Uncle, I hear your lesson and will try to be less indignant and more accepting without sacrificing my honour.’

			‘That’s the spirit, Horatio! Let me tell you a thing or two about the lay of the land at the Admiralty. In short, as you have said, there is going to be a hell of a fight and they are short of captains with the stomachs for battle. Play your cards carefully and without sounding reckless and, with your reputation as a fighter, you will get the ship best for you. When they tell you what it is, don’t cavil – you hear me? Now, tell me about young Josiah. How is he doing at school?’
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			After he said goodnight and began to make his way with his candle to his room, Horatio thought about the conversation. It was good advice, he admitted to himself. There was no use dwelling on yesterday’s grievances. He had endured a setback and he might as well start from there. They didn’t owe him anything and he would simply have to prove himself again.

			The next day, they left early for Whitehall. After several hours of heavy traffic, they reached their destination near the Admiralty. Horatio climbed down and instructed the driver to return for him later in the day. He took his pocket watch from his waistcoat – it was almost ten. He waited as the carriage rattled away, looking up at the great building emerging from the morning mist like a magnificent country house. It seemed even bigger than before. Its splendour signified the Royal Navy was the great power at the heart of the nation. Even now, as he stood here in the dappled sunlight, inside the masters of this great institution were sending hundreds of warships and thousands of men to the very ends of the earth!

			‘Please sir, please sir, a penny for some food, a penny is all.’

			The thin voice interrupted his thoughts. Whitehall was crowded and families of beggars crouched in the shadows, their children running beside the pedestrians. An urchin was holding his sleeve as he stood looking at Horatio, to the building and then back.

			Horatio reached into his pocket and thrust a coin into the child’s hands. It felt like an offering to the gods. He made his way through the gates and the courtyard, his confidence growing. He felt like an officer again as he straightened his back, adjusted his wig and climbed the steps to the vestibule beyond the tall pillars and classical pediment.

			‘Captain Nelson!’ The warrant officer on duty had recognised him. ‘Welcome to Admiralty House! Their lordships will wait upon you.’

			‘Lordships? I thought I was to see only Lord Hood.’

			‘No, no, sir. You are to meet Mr Middleton, the Comptroller and Lord Hood and then the First Lord, Earl Chatham. I trust you have made the time?’

			‘I am, most obliged, I … er …’

			He was at a loss for words, his heart rising but then on further consideration, falling again. They must be interested in seeing if he was still the fiery man he had been back in 1788 when they dismissed him. It was a test.

			To his relief, the meeting with the Comptroller was a pedestrian discussion about new procedures and changes in ship design. Sir Charles Middleton described the new technique of sheathing the hulls of battleships in thin sheets of copper. It kept the worms at bay and made the ships faster. He mentioned the refit of a third-rated vessel, Agamemnon, as an example.

			The meeting with Hood, now First Sea Lord, followed an hour’s wait. When the door opened and Horatio was admitted, Hood was polite but distant. All he would say was that Earl Chatham, the First Lord of the Admiralty and brother of the prime minister, William Pitt, wanted to see him personally and, following that meeting, he and Horatio would have a longer conversation at dinner. Hood’s glowering eyebrows seemed to be sending an unspoken message – be civil, be humble.

			Sprawled in a rococo armchair while cooling his heels in the antechamber again, Horatio nervously reviewed his situation. Another thirty minutes passed before the door opened and a servant bade him enter the First Lord’s State Room. The Earl was seated behind his elegant Chippendale desk. As Horatio came in, the Earl rose and with elaborate courtesy took Horatio’s arm and steered him to a sofa and took a seat beside him, at a friendly but not uncomfortable distance.

			‘Very good of you to visit today, Nelson,’ said the Earl, as if Horatio had been passing by his estate and happened to drop in.

			‘My lord, it is my privilege to be invited and I am most anxious to assure you–’ he began his apology, but was interrupted.

			‘Captain Nelson, what kind of ship shall we find for you? I am thinking that a second-in-line battleship would be right for your seniority, but I fear that we have none ready for sea at the moment.’ He consulted a list for a few moments, then looked up. ‘We have Agamemnon, a third rated, but she is only a sixty-four. Surely we can find something better than that?’

			He looked enquiringly at Horatio, who felt his cheeks redden. Now he understood why the Comptroller had mentioned Agamemnon. It was a signal.

			‘My lord, Agamemnon will be a fine command. She will be a fearsome warship when she is ready. I am more than content.’

			The Earl broke into a wide smile.

			‘Nelson, we need fewer placemen and influence peddlers and more men like you. I’ve had a line of unqualified and frightful braggarts with me all morning. It’s a pleasure to see a quiet fighting man, at last! And now I am afraid I shall have to pass you back to Lord Hood. May God go with you and with all your men. I shall look forward to hearing about victories.’

			The Earl stood and led him to the door. Horatio’s heart pounded. He was back! Thank God for Uncle Suckling’s counsel. How easily he might have stood his ground and refused the sixty-four only to be assigned a broken-backed frigate! Agamemnon was a new class of ship as big on the waterline as a first-rated but cut down to two decks. With fewer heavier guns and her new copper sheathing, she was a ship fast enough to be in the van and big enough to take out the best enemy opposing her. And the Earl seemed to be apologising …

			Back at Lord Hood’s office, a line of captains and other officers were being ushered in and out, each dealt with quickly – and leaving either with smiles or disappointed faces. Hood’s servant approached to say the First Sea Lord was busy and begged Captain Nelson’s indulgence to have dinner at two o’clock that afternoon at White’s clubhouse in St James’s Street. Horatio readily agreed.
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			Horatio walked the short distance, arriving at White’s fifteen minutes early. The club, unobtrusive by the standards of London, had a mixed reputation – its exclusivity contended with its claim to be the venue for the country’s greatest gamblers. He entered the lobby nervously aware of his old uniform among so many well-dressed and polished men. A servant seated him in the parlour, where three young men were discussing a gambling debt in a corner. Horatio listened idly as he waited. He couldn’t help but wonder where these two young men found the money to make such huge wagers.

			The front door opened and out of the corner of his eye Horatio saw a slight figure taking off his coat. He looked familiar. Something about the florid cheeks, narrow mouth and bright intelligent eyes reminded him of someone he had known long ago.

			The man handed his coat to the servant and was headed for the stairs when he looked in Horatio’s direction. He spun and walked towards Horatio, his arms outstretched.

			‘My God, Nelson!’ His Scottish accent gave him away. It was Alexander Davison, who he had last seen years ago in Canada.

			‘Allick, how good it is to see you again!’

			‘The last time was ten years ago in Quebec City. I rescued you from the arms of a bonny lass whose father would have killed you or ended your career!’ the man said, putting his hands on Horatio’s upper arms and squinting, as if to take the sight of him in.

			‘Allick, indeed, you saved my life,’ Horatio replied, laughing.

			‘What are you doing here, Horatio?’

			‘I am hoping for a new command. My host, Lord Hood, will be here in a moment. Can we meet again while I am still in London?’

			‘My dear friend, I insist that you stay with me in Bloomsbury tonight. Here is my card with the address. Shall we say at five?’

			‘There you are!’ The booming voice of Lord Hood interrupted their conversation.

			‘Dinner time, Captain!’

			Horatio hastily shook his old friend’s hand and accepted his kind offer. Hood merely nodded at Davison dismissively before taking Horatio by the arm and escorting him to the dining room.

			Dinner was wild salmon, gulls’ eggs, potted shrimps and smoked eel; then grouse, partridge – accompanied by a bottle of Champagne to wash it down. But despite the glories of the menu, Horatio hardly noticed the food or the wine. Hood was delighted by Horatio’s meeting with Earl Chatham and his swift decision to take command of Agamemnon. It was as if a different person were sitting opposite him. He was no longer the sarcastic admiral of less than two years ago. Horatio burned with curiosity. And he didn’t have to wait too long before Hood answered his unspoken question.

			‘My dear fellow, two years ago the navy was in a massive cutting exercise to save the Exchequer. It was all about keeping our finest ships and our dockyards. In that setting, what use were you? You’d offended everyone from the King down, including me, and wherever I went in the Admiralty, one of your victims was there to complain. The situation is different now. The French navy is equipped with the best armaments and ships known to man. They are formidable and will commit everything to invade this country. Now we need every fighting man with experience.’

			‘But why was I called so late?’ asked Horatio.

			‘You are the better for it. You are repentant for your mistakes and will likely not repeat them. And, more importantly, you are hungry. We must bottle up the French and destroy them – before they invade us. God knows Lord Moira’s army in Belgium is merely a stopgap. Let me fill you in on your next step.’

			[image: ]

			Later, seated by the fire at Allick’s mansion in Bloomsbury nursing a glass full to the brim with port, Horatio recounted the conversation to Lord Hood. The young lawyer Horatio had known in Quebec City still had a nervous energy and intensity he remembered so well but now he also had the assuredness that came with great wealth. He had his own merchant ships now and he had just equipped a fleet to carry more convicts to New South Wales.

			‘Horatio, never forget that it’s the people in this town who hold all the cards. This time around, make no enemies – only plentiful friends with good connections. Don’t ever believe success depends on your talents alone. And never make the mistake of neglecting the interest of others.’

			Early the next morning, Horatio rose and set off through the early traffic across London Bridge towards Gravesend before the sun showed its pallid image through the smoky air.

			As the carriage rattled and swayed over the cobbled streets and dusty unmade highway, Horatio thought about Allick. How could he have made so much money in such a short time? While Horatio had been languishing in Norfolk, Allick was getting things done here. By God, he thought to himself, I will have a house like that, and a fortune and a title. He owed it to Fanny and to his family. And he’d got his start now. He had great plans for Allick, too: he would make the merchant his prize agent, his eyes and ears in London.
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			Agamemnon was in dry-dock when Horatio arrived at Chatham dockyard at noon. The moment he saw her, he knew what a great decision he had made. She was sleek and the fresh copper sheathing nailed to her hull glowed. He explored the ship with the yard foreman, who explained, ‘She was launched in 1781, sir; fought the French and Americans and now her refit is almost done. She’s fast and true in a big sea. She’s well made, I’d say.’

			They had both taken off their jackets and were crawling through the bilges and interior spaces, examining the hull. Then they both climbed the top mast to review the ship from aloft. She was a lean and hungry beast. No wonder she was fast, her huge but elegant frame was built for speed. She had no guns aboard yet and there was no furniture in the spacious great cabin. That would all be done by the time Horatio returned. He imagined her in a rough sea, her decks crowded with sailors and marines, balls and bullets flying, sails billowing and the enemy at his mercy. Could he manage a vessel like this with 600 men on board? Could he earn their respect without being a flogging captain? Yet as he asked the question and even as his doubts mounted, he felt a sense of peace, as if he were finally at home again.
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			The road home was long and tedious. He was anxious to be back with Fanny and to share everything with her and almost as anxious, he admitted guiltily, to join his new ship. The carriage took him to Greenwich where they ferried over the Thames to the Cambridge road. The rain of the previous day had created a sea of mud and it was not until late in the afternoon of the second day that they reached Burnham Thorpe. By then, he had digested everything and was prepared for the next step. He was ready to go.

			Fanny greeted him warmly. She had news of her own. A messenger from Mr Coke had come to the rectory to request Horatio visit at Holkham Hall upon his return. ‘He sent us a brace of partridge, Horatio. He has been most friendly. He has something to ask you,’ Fanny explained as Horatio freshened up from the road.

			Horatio’s father, Edmund, joined them for a celebratory supper that evening. Fanny had polished the silver and found a bottle of claret in the cellar, and their merriment was only somewhat subdued by the knowledge that it would soon be time for Horatio and Josiah to depart. Father Edmund had lost none of his dry wit and, aware of the tension in the air, kept the conversation flowing. Horatio was reassured that he was leaving two strong friends behind. Nevertheless, the matter of Josiah’s future sat uncomfortably between him and Fanny. He would try to make as much prize money as possible and buy her a decent house. They would be rich. It would be painful for her in the short term, but there really was no choice to be had.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			March 1793

			Briar stick in hand, Horatio tramped through the fields towards Holkham, the shining sun, the dew-flecked grasses, budding trees and fresh yellow gorse announcing winter was done.

			Mr Coke, lord of the manor of five Burnham villages, including the parsonage where Horatio lived, owned 10,000 acres of arable farmland and had his residence at the heart of the estate in Holkham Hall.

			It was curiosity and a half-formed idea of a deal that prompted Horatio to make the visit. Some years earlier, when he was newly returned from the West Indies, Horatio had been invited to an evening at Holkham. When he’d arrived, he had been shocked to find that his fellow guests were gentlemen of few means and no significance. He had been mortified and had stiffly declined subsequent invitations.

			Coke’s success had always grated on Horatio – though, if he was honest, he knew it was the result of damn hard work and agricultural know-how. But even that didn’t alter the fact that Coke’s opportunities were only possible because of the loyalty and service of families like Horatio’s. The Walpole family on his mother’s side had been first ministers of the King since the 1750s. The Nelsons, too, had served the Crown in the church and navy. His family were royalist Tories through and through. Coke was Whig, and while the Walpoles and the Nelsons built the nation’s wealth and prestige, Coke and his Whigs tried to restrain royal authority while they profited from the very stability provided by Tory policy. He remembered Uncle Suckling’s advice, and before his resentment could blossom, Horatio contained his anger. He took off his coat, flung it over his shoulder and picked up his pace towards the house.

			Coke sat in his office, a well-positioned room with an expansive view over his gardens and lake. His fields, farms and woods stretched to the horizon. Framed sketches of agricultural implements and drainage designs covered the walls from floor to ceiling. Coke looked up as Horatio was announced. He was a short chubby man, casually dressed in country flannel that compared unfavourably with Horatio’s tweeds.

			‘Ah, Nelson, good of you to come. I caught a glimpse of you through the trees,’ Coke rose to greet Horatio, a convivial smile playing on his lips.

			‘Indeed. It’s a fine day for a walk.’

			There was an uncomfortable pause.

			‘Sit down, sit down. Let me order you something.’

			They sat. The door opened and a servant with a silver tray silently handed the two men dishes of coffee.

			‘I hear good things about your prospects from my friends in London, Nelson,’ Coke began after the servant had left the room.

			‘Yes, they have offered me the command of Agamemnon, a sixty-four,’ Horatio replied, wondering where this was heading.

			‘Yes, it’s your new ship which I wish to speak with you about, Nelson. I have friends with young sons.’

			Favours.

			‘Agamemnon is not a great ship for youngsters,’ Horatio served back. ‘And it has no schoolmaster. There will be a risk to life and limb. Sea battles are deadly. I don’t think it is such a good idea.’

			Coke smiled as if to agree.

			‘Nelson, I have two families to whom I am obliged. The Hostes and the Weatherheads, you know of them of course. Parsons like the Nelsons.’

			‘I simply can’t afford it,’ Horatio said flatly.

			‘I have talked to both men and they will pay and, if they don’t, I will.’

			Horatio took a sip of his coffee. Aha, now we get to it. ‘I’ll not offer credit. The money must be provided ahead of time,’ he said slowly, as if considering it deeply.

			‘Yes, yes. I’ll take care of that. Render the accounts to me and make sure your bills cover everything, won’t you? They’re good boys and will be a credit to their families.’

			‘Very well, so long as the finances are understood.’

			‘Most excellent,’ Coke said triumphally. ‘Now, is there anything else that I can do?’

			Horatio thought quickly. ‘If I take these young gentlemen, I would be obliged if you would do your best for Fanny. She will be lonely once Josiah and I have left. My brother William, the rector, enjoys your agricultural meetings, too.’

			‘Nelson, we are indebted to you. Count on me.’ He stood, holding out his hand.

			Horatio shook his hand, adding, ‘And many thanks for the game you sent over. Most enjoyable.’
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			Back at the house over dinner, Horatio listened half-heartedly as Fanny described the farewell party she was planning.

			‘Norfolk is not much given to parties beyond the assembly room balls, Fanny, and it will be another expense.’

			‘I want a party for all the village – a thank you to the neighbours, gentry, servants and all, and a grand farewell to you! The men will be entertained at the Plough Inn while the women will visit with me at the rectory. We will have fiddlers and a marquee and country dancing after dinner.’ Her eyes were sparkling.

			‘How are we going to pay for it, Fanny?’ Horatio asked, a tang of annoyance in his voice.

			‘With the distribution from my uncle’s estate. There will be more than enough.’

			He gave it proper thought. Though his penurious instincts cried out, it couldn’t be denied that a grand party would demonstrate his new standing very effectively. ‘I am pleased to agree, especially since you have agreed that Josiah will come with me.’

			Fanny looked away.

			‘Have you decided where you will live?’ he asked, the subject of the party closed.

			Fanny didn’t answer.

			‘Are you planning to stay here?’ he enquired again.

			‘No,’ Fanny replied hotly. ‘I will take rooms in Swaffham while I work out what to do. It’s not too far away and close enough to William and Sarah.’

			There was no more discussion.
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			On the day before the party, Fanny and her friends decorated the Plough in red, white and blue bunting and set up a small platform and chairs in the forecourt. The following day rewarded them with blue skies. The trees in the rectory garden were now clad in blossom and played host to dozens of swallows and wood pigeons returning from winter’s migration. Fanny’s borrowed marquee had been erected in the garden.

			At noon, gentlemen gathered at the Plough until the forecourt of the pub was crowded. Coke arrived punctually and spoke first, telling the villagers to rejoice in Nelson’s new command and to celebrate the men who would sail with him. The five boys joining Horatio were then paraded. They stood on the stage awkwardly, looking mightily unsure of themselves. Josiah stood at one end, still a weedy lad with tousled brown hair and ruddy cheeks. The Hoste boy, scarcely ten, was a beautiful child who barely reached the elbow of Weatherhead, who towered over them all. They were all given a hearty cheer. Seven farm labourers who had volunteered were next up. As Horatio mounted the platform, another small boy standing with his father had a tantrum because he couldn’t go with the others. Horatio laughed and renamed the urchin ‘Valiant’, before beginning the address he’d prepared.

			‘I thank all my friends these five years.’

			There was applause and cries of ‘Hear! Hear!’

			‘I fought the French in the Seven Years’ War when I was Josiah’s age. Then again in the American war. Now, once more I go to fight our implacable foe! France despises us. They envy our prosperity and our freedom. They have killed their king, in the name of liberty! I ask you: what kind of bloodstained liberty is that? We must annihilate them, but I warn you: it’ll be a fight to the death.

			‘Wives and sisters, cherish our memory and pray for our safe return! I give you farewell, relying on the goodness of providence to return us laden with glory and honour! Wherever Agamemnon takes us, Norfolk will ever be in our hearts!’

			There was loud applause and cries of, ‘God save you, Nelson.’ After which every man there crowded into the Plough for a dinner of poultry and game, free-flowing beer and bumpers of wine.

			At the rectory, wives, daughters and children were entertained by Fanny, who had set up borrowed tables and chairs in the sitting room, the parlour and the dining room. She dispensed Madeira and sherry wine while a maid poured ginger beer for the children. There were pies, sandwiches and homemade fruitcake. Before too long, several ladies were tipsy and the house was full of chatter and laughter and children running amok. Later in the afternoon, the men returned from the pub with the fiddlers for country dancing and the party continued until the wee hours.
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			The next morning, tired villagers gathered at the Plough once more to wave farewell as the travellers boarded their two coaches. Horatio and Fanny had barely slept – Horatio, knowing he might not see Fanny for several months, was loving and attentive to her until it was time to go.

			After another toast to the King, the villagers gave three times three cheers for the departing sailors. Josiah clung miserably to Fanny. Dogs howled as a platoon of local militia fired their muskets. Then the coaches set off, followed by dogs and small boys, with Valiant leading the pack.

			As the coach turned the corner and took the road to Kings Lynn, Horatio considered the years he’d spent at Burnham Thorpe. It were as if he’d been a ship becalmed in the doldrums; day-to-day routines had continued but life was listless, torpid and dull. And, yet, he realised that resolute calm and his determination to be hopeful had helped him survive. It occurred to him that while the sails of his ship were filled and he was on the move, Fanny’s was still stuck. He resolved she would never regret marrying him. He had Josiah to look after now and Josiah’s success would be the reward for Fanny’s faith in him.

			One of the men began to sing, and Horatio and the others joined in. At last, he was back!

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			April 1793

			It was an easy walk to Agamemnon’s dock from the captains’ lodgings where Horatio had enjoyed a comfortable couple of weeks while the ship’s preparations were being completed. Each morning, as he approached, he could see her new copper bottom greening in the moist air and her masts towering above the dockyard buildings. On this morning’s brisk march to get to her, Horatio thought about his first time at Chatham, when he’d been only ten years old. He remembered the deafening sounds, the smells and the overpowering size of everything. The yard’s docks, warehouses and factories had seemed to stretch forever along the Medway – almost a city in its own right.

			He looked on with interest as thousands of workers poured through the main gates. Heavy drays loaded with bales of canvas and barrels of pitch rumbled over the cobblestones. The air rang with shouts, the thud of hammers and the high-pitched whine of the sawpits. A gritty furnace smoke mingled with a smell of brackish water and sewage. Seagulls on spars and rooftops fluttered about. Horatio loved the yard – and its craftsmen, whose handiwork would soon be tested by storms and cannon fire. This morning, however, he was preoccupied with delays in getting Agamemnon ready for sea trials.

			Yesterday, he had called on Captain Proby, Commissioner of the Yard, to request more carpenters and blacksmiths be put to work. The captain had been helpful and Horatio, newly aware of the need to be diplomatic, refrained from commenting on the slackness he saw everywhere. Nor did he mention the yards in Norfolk which were twice as efficient. He thought about the complaints he had made about the Antigua dockyard – the complaints which had held up his being called back up for service. He wasn’t about to make the same mistake again. His priority was to get to sea.

			He focused on the ship instead. It could be years before another refit. Storms would test rigging and masts. Gunnery and sea battles would shake it to pieces if beams were rotten or joists were weak. Together with his team of warrant officers, Horatio inspected, negotiated and occasionally threatened. The boatswain worked on the sails and rigging while the first lieutenant begged, borrowed and stole the guns Horatio wanted. They found a stock of carronades, which were deadly in close action. He’d been told there were French spies operating in the yard who were fed misinformation about the inferiority of the English long guns. But the carronades, less impressive to the eye, represented a new weapon that would soon be tested in battle.

			Crewing was his biggest headache. He started at the top with his senior commission officers, assembling a passable combination of experience and zeal. For the position of purser, Horatio had already earmarked Thomas Fellows, who had been recommended by his old mentor, Captain Locker. The contentment of the crew rested on Fellows’ shoulders. The quality of food and drink
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